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	1. What Just Happen

**The Forbidden Way**

Author: Lancealor Windsor

Summary: A female UNSC medic and an Elite fall in love. Will they be safe and saved or killed for treason by the UNSC or the Covenant?

**Chapter One: What Just Happened?**

_Life was boring…life would be better if I joined the UNSC_.

God, she was wrong.

The ship was under attack and going down: it was going to plummet to Earth. The only chance for anyone to survive was to get to the escape pods.

Too bad for her: her luck had run out.

Melody was pinned by a weapons crate and had possibly injured her ankle. She cried in pain as she clawed at her medical bag, but with all of her effort she couldn't bring herself out from under the crate. The more she struggled the more trapped she felt.

Overcome with a feeling of hopelessness she whispered to herself, "It's over…"

Looking back, Melody could see her uniform blanketed in ash. She tried to remain calm as she saw flames spreading rapidly.

A disembodied voice gave emergency evacuation orders in a bland monotone.

Melody hoped someone would find her…that was until she looked up to see a Sangheili glaring down at her. She screamed and tried again to lunge for her medical bag. There was a magnum somewhere concealed inside it she now desperately needed. She clawed and stretched but all of her effort was to no avail.

The alien stepped in front of her as she whimpered, "I don't want to die."

Closing her eyes, Melody focused on remembering her training to calm herself:

_Melody Vovel; United Nations Space Command; Navy; Field Medic; Corporal; Service Number: 01479-65378-MV... _

Her thoughts were broken as the Elite took hold of the weapons crate and lifted it off of her. As she looked up at him in shock, Melody noticed that his helmet and parts of his armor were missing. Before she had a chance to react, the alien snatched her up and threw her over his shoulder. Her ankle throbbed as she was unceremoniously hauled down the corridor toward the escape pods.

Melody found herself dropped onto the small floor space of a pod as the Elite stepped inside and pulled the hatch closed. The pods were designed to fit _one_ person: a _human _sized person. It was a tight fit for the two of them. As he reached for the release handle the Sangheili gave the human at his feet a long look and Melody thought she saw regret in his eyes. Terror filled her as he grabbed her arm and pulled up against him. She could feel tears of pain and confusion fill her eyes as she fought back. She didn't understand what was going on; all she knew was she didn't want to die. Not like this: whatever _this _was. She feebly pounded on his armor plating and tried to wriggle from his grasp before she realized any attempt to get away was useless in such a confined space. He didn't seem to notice her struggling as he took hold of the handle and pulled.

The pod gave a loud hiss and Melody felt as if her heart lurched into her throat as it shot free of the ship. She was scared: scared the Elite was going to kill her once they made it to land; scared he had something horrifying planned for her…but, at least she would die on her world and not in space. At least there was hope her body would be found.

She looked up to see flickering lights playing against the Sangheili's face. The tiny escape vessel was so cramped with the two of them in it and Melody found the creature looked even more fearful up this close.

Explosions sounded one after another somewhere beyond the confines of their pod and the vessel grew as dark as space itself. For a while, all she could hear was the heavy sound of the Elite's breathing as she stared at his bare face. He paid her no attention as he appeared to watch the battle that was still raging outside the tiny window. It didn't seem to bother him that she was so close. Not that it mattered with the two of them crammed into such a small space.

Melody felt suddenly tired. Twelve hours of patching up wounded men and women. Most died while she lived…she hated that feeling of helplessness. Now, so many things had happened, there was a tangle of thoughts in her mind, and it was too hot in the little pod. Looking around, Melody realized her head only came up to the alien's lower chest, his forearms draped awkwardly around her shoulders for lack of room. She marveled at how tall he was. She had heard that Sangheili were as strong as Spartans. He had grown still and she looked up thinking he had fallen asleep but he was just staring out the little window.

Tired of thinking, she propped her head against his lower chest. The pod shuttered and creaked, lights flickered on and off, her nostrils were full of the smells of ash and sweat and…alien.

Then, she felt it. Turning her face to press her cheek against the Elite's lower chest, Melody could hear the Sangheili's hearts beating. It was a strangely calming sound, she thought that if this was how she would die then it would be alright for this to be the last sound she heard.

"If either of us survive the landing: this never happened," his spoke in passable English.

She was shocked: her first experience with a member of the Covenant and he spoke half-way decent English…and apparently saved her life, intentionally.

The question of _why _he would do such a thing, when he could have easily just left her to die, came to mind. But, she was too stunned to ask and worried it might make him angry, or worse: change his mind.

It was all too much to try to take in. Melody closed her eyes and let the rumble of the pod and the stead beating of the Elite's hearts lull her tired mind.

Within moments, she was jolted from her momentary peace as the pod began shaking violently. A red light started to flash and an alarm began to wail. The Sangheili shifted his bulk and braced himself for an imminent crash landing. Melody did the same but found she was sufficiently wedged and could barely move.

Somewhere nearby, a Covenant ship jumped into slipspace and the shockwave from the rift hit the pod. As the vessel was thrown about in the wake it began to tear apart.

A scream rose from Melody's chest but died before she could utter a sound. Her head was slammed against the pod's wall and everything went black.


	2. Honor or Live

Melody groaned as she slowly sat up. Her head was throbbing as she looked around and noticed the pod's hatch was open. Rubbing her head, she took in her surroundings and determined that they had crashed through, and managed to land inside, a small store.

Cold wind hissed through the hole the pod had torn through a wall. Melody felt disoriented. It was dark except for the failing lights from the pod. Finding a suitable hand-hold, she hauled herself upright and was immediately reminded of her injured ankle. The pain was sharp and fiery.

Wincing, Melody bit back an internal rebuke. She had other things to worry about.

As she looked around, she saw that the place was in ruins. Aisles were in disarray, shelving was toppled like fallen dominoes, goods were strewn about, and shattered glass covered the floor. There was even a car sitting on its side near the back wall. Then, she noticed a body lying a few feet away…

Through the darkness and mess, her mind initially registered it as a human body…until she hobbled closer. As she drew near, Melody recognized the form as that of the Sangheili which had saved her. He was very still and appeared to have an injury to his leg. Blood had pooled around him and she thought he was dead.

"Kill me," he spoke in a weak voice.

She stared at him, wondering if she should save him or not.

Limping away, Melody began looking for some specific items amongst the clutter and wreckage.

She could hear him calling her _vermin _and _weakling_. His insults progressed from verbal abuse directed at her specifically to generalities about the whole human race. He shouted regrets about having let her live. Melody felt herself growing angry as he shouted and raged. Her head was pounding, and moving the jumble of the store was difficult as she hopped about with the use of one foot.

Finding the remnants of the pharmaceutical aisle, Melody foraged through the mess and came away with a bottle of antibiotic solution, some disinfectant, and a few packages of gauze bandages. She had hoped to find something for her headache but she became aware that the Elite had stopped his shouting. Part of her was glad but her training nagged at her: silence could mean unconsciousness or death.

Limping back as fast as she could, she stumbled and dropped the supplies. Picking them up, she continued on, lamely making her way to the pod and retrieved a kit before shuffling near the alien. Dropping the supplies to the floor she eased down and opened the kit. It contained basic emergency supplies: chemical light sticks, a flare gun and three flares, matches, a roll of utility cord, an ingenious cold weather blanket that looked like a giant swatch of foil, and sundry survival items all stowed in a neat pack.

Grabbing a chem-light, Melody gave it a snap and a shake, bathing the immediate area in an eerie yellow glow. Turning back to the Elite she could see the damage to his leg.

"My God," she whispered.

There was a metal rod protruding from one of his thighs. In the light of her little glowing wand Melody could see blood everywhere. She did her best to inspect the wound and determined it had to come out. She set the chem-light aside and in one fluid motion planted a hand on his thigh and took hold of the metal in the other and yanked as hard as she could.

The alien jolted up with an angry snarling scream as Melody flung the rod away and clamped both hands over the gaping hole. She braced for him to strike her but he didn't, he just eased back down slowly and gulped ragged breaths.

Melody went about her work in silence at first. Then, habit overrode caution.

"May I ask your name?" she whispered. Small talk had seemed to make things go easier for her human patients.

"Why should I tell you, _human_?" he spat the last word like an insult.

Hearing his ugly tone, Melody doused the wound with disinfectant and the Sangheili roared.

When he quieted she looked him in the eyes, "Now look," she said, fighting back a mean tone of her own, "I just want to know your name. It'll help. Trust me."

He ground his mandibles as he watched her dampen some of the gauze with antibiotic.

"My name is…" he hissed as she pressed the cloth to the wound.

Melody carefully dabbed as he leaned forward and grumbled through the pain, "Shi'rune."

She smiled; wondering to herself if all Elites had such funny names.

"What do you find amusing about my name?" he asked, danger lurking in his tone.

"Nothing," she answered, turning to look him in the face, "I think it's a nice name," she lied. Somehow she knew he didn't really care about her _opinion_ of his namebut it seemed he was unlikely to tolerate any insult from a human.

The two of them were silent as Melody worked to clean and pack the injury. Satisfied, she wrapped it and secured the dressing with a tight knot. When she finished she gave a contented huff and looked back up to see the Sangheili staring at her. The look on his face gave her a bit of a start. She couldn't really read his facial expression but she was certain he was glaring at her with hate.

"Uh," she began in discomfort, "let's get out of this cold wind."

She tried to help him up, but he was too heavy. She offered her shoulder then attempted to pull at his arm but he managed to get to his feet without her assistance. As he began to hobble off, Melody grabbed the chem-light, kit, and remaining supplies.

Limping to the back of the store the two came to a door marked _Employee Lounge. _ Melody tried the handle: it turned but the door wouldn't budge. Grumbling to herself, she reared back and bashed it with her shoulder. The door swung open and she flew right through it. She saw the floor rushing up at her face then felt a tug on her hand as Shi'rune caught her.

As he pulled her back to her feet she whispered a quiet 'Thank you'.

There was an awkward pause of silence as they stood there. He hadn't let go of her hand.

Pulling away, Melody made her way across the room, shining the yellow light around the space. There was an overturned table and a few utilitarian chairs, a vending machine lying face down, and a sad looking couch. She set aside the kit and supplies and pulled the cushions from the couch, tucking them on the floor in a corner of the room.

She retrieved the emergency blanket from the kit and settled down on one of the cushions. As she unfolded the silvery coverlet she glanced up to see Shi'rune watching her intently. Smiling, Melody patted the cushion next to her. He narrowed his eyes suspiciously then relented and limped over.

Melody glanced at him as he propped himself against the wall then slid down next to her. She fiddled with the blanket, curiously looking at him out of the corner of her eye. Through the bits of missing armor she could see burned skin and she recognized the injuries for what they were: plasma burns. She had seen that distinctive pattern thousands of times…and enough to know the wound to Shi'rune's shoulder was recent. Even in the faded yellow glow of the chem-light, she knew.

"What happened to you?" she blurted.

"What concern is that of yours?" he snapped, shifting away to hide his shoulder.

"Because I saved your life," she barked defensively in return.

"And I saved yours," he roared, "I should have left you to die on that ship."

His words dripped with disgust and Melody cringed. She turned away, looking at the ground as a deep sense of sadness overcame her. The realization that she had lost everything rushed at her all at once: her friends, the man she loved…they could all be gone. So many people she cared about were already dead. _Wasn't that enough?_ Melody clamped her eyes shut against the tears.

Shi'rune looked at her. He hadn't meant to make her cry.

Sighing heavily, he glanced down at his injured shoulder, "I was shot and left for dead," he rumbled, "By order of the Prophets, it is my kind that is now to be purged."

Hearing himself admit this truth, Shi'rune felt an unexpected kinship with this human. He looked at his bandaged leg. He really did appreciate her assistance, but that was all too unfamiliar and he wasn't sure he liked it.

"May I ask your name, human," he asked, putting effort into speaking gently.

She looked up at him, startled by his sudden change, but he wasn't looking at her.

"My name…" she sniffed, drying her face with her sleeve, "My name is Melody."

Her words were barely above a whisper. She was tired and confused.

_He saved me…_

They sat there in silence. Shi'rune realized that this little human, this _Melody_, was right: she had saved his life. If not for her he would likely have laid right out there on the floor and bled to death by morning.

He turned to meet her gaze. Each saw raw gratitude in the other's eyes and they began to speak at once.

Melody blushed and Shi'rune's cheeks purpled as their faces were flooded with embarrassment.

"Thank you for your assistance," Shi'rune spoke first.

"Thank you for not leaving me on the ship," Melody replied.

Looking him over, Melody noted that Shi'rune looked like the Minors she had seen on numerous holo vids. He didn't notice her watching him and glanced at his injured shoulder. He reached to touch the seared flesh and flinched.

They both grew quiet and settled into the makeshift nest: lost in their own thoughts.

Suddenly, Shi'rune felt something lightly touch him. He looked down to see Melody's head against his arm; she was already sleeping. Her brown human hair was soft against his skin. He felt calm in her presence but could not understand why. Strange creatures, he had never had the chance to see one this close: her skin was smooth and creamy white against his dark hide and her odd human lips were full and a deep shade of pink. He was content to let her stay there close to him, just like in the pod.

Smiling to himself, Shi'rune grabbed the bizarre silvery covering and wrapped it around them both. Tired from the eventful day, he rested his head against the wall. After a few moments he felt her snuggle closer to him and he chuckled to himself before falling asleep.


	3. Heat Stricken

**Chapter Three: Heat Stricken**

Shi'rune woke to thunder cracking outside and the sound of rain pelting the building he and Melody were hunkered down in. Their little room was in disarray and felt damp: the sound of water dripping echoed from somewhere close. For the first time, Shi'rune allowed himself to grow angry at the Prophets. This whole time the Great Journey had been a lie. His kind had helped destroy human worlds as they followed the Path. Countless numbers of humans had been killed and his brothers had died…for nothing.

From what he understood, this planet was the human's _last stand_: their original home world. Glancing down at Melody he found himself thinking: _We killed their people and destroyed their worlds but…I saved this human and she saved me. I have lost my honor by doing and allowing this…_

The idea of losing honor should have terrified him, but Shi'rune found he no longer cared. For some reason, he felt himself smiling as he looked down at Melody. She was still sleeping, her cheek pressed to his arm.

"Are you ever going to wake?" he asked.

She didn't stir at his words so he reached and poked at her shoulder. Still, she did not respond. Shi'rune twisted toward her carefully, taking hold of her arm and giving her a gentle shake. She was limp in his grasp and he felt a stab of worry cut through him. Brushing her hair from her face, he realized that something was very wrong. Her skin felt inordinately warm and she was drenched in sweat. He jerked the blanket off of her then fumbled with the buttons of her uniform top. The creeping fear that he might lose her tugged at him. It was a strange feeling to have for someone who had been his enemy just the day before. He didn't know why, but he felt that he had to help her.

Peeling the blouse away, Shi'rune took in Melody's form. Her sweat soaked black t-shirt hugged delicate female curves accentuated by well toned muscles. Shi'rune felt himself purple at seeing her like this. Bunching up her top, he moved and placed it on the cushion, easing her down and propping her head on the pillow of garment. As he reached for the kit she had retrieved he heard her moan lightly. It was an awful sound that sent a spike of worry through him again. Opening the kit, Shi'rune looked that the contents hoping something in there would help. He found more of the glowing stick things Melody had used the evening before, a bundle of strange little items, a tiny box of red and white tipped sticks, and an odd gun. It didn't have the sleek frame of the magnum the humans preferred; this one was an awful shade of orange and looked somewhat foolish with its sharp outlines and bulk. Sighing to himself, Shi'rune loaded one of the projectiles into the weapon and placed the remaining two in a pocket before heading to the door.

He paused and looked back, feeling suddenly anxious about leaving her there, alone. He worried some of his own kind would stumble over her while he went searching.

_I have to find help, _he reminded himself, closing the door softly and leaving the room.

Wandering the torn and damaged building, Shi'rune stepped carefully over fallen shelves. He wasn't sure what he was looking for or what he expected to find. He checked corners, walking each passable aisle, finding nothing. The reality that he would have to leave the building to find help loomed and the continuing rain made this idea even worse. He needed to find more humans, they could help her…

Suddenly, the familiar sound of weapons fire drew his attention and Shi'rune crept to the remains of a shattered window. In the distance he could see plasma rounds streaking across the sky and hear the mechanical sound of human weapons returning fire. He knew then that he couldn't risk leaving Melody alone and he knew what he needed to do to get help for her.

Returning to the little room, Shi'rune pushed the door open and it swung with a loud creek. He crossed the room and knelt down at her side.

"Don't worry, Melody," he found himself saying, "I will get you to your people."

As the last words flowed from his mouth he immediately regretted them. What if he couldn't get her to safety? What if the other humans wouldn't help her? What if she died in his arms on the way, or he got shot?

Shaking the thoughts from his mind, he picked her up gently, cradling her as if _his_ life depended on it. He carried her from the room, pushing the door open wide with his foot. As he stepped from the ruined building into the rain he found himself leaning over her, shielding her form the rain with his head. She remained mostly dry while he was soaked. He could feel the rain as it trickled across his skin and slid under the plates of his armor. Droplets would land on her face and he wiped them away with his own.

Making his way toward the sound of human gun fire, Shi'rune came to another devastated building. He could see the flash of weapons through windows and hear angry shouts. Disregarding his own safety, he rounded the building and kicked in a back door. He found a bench and laid Melody down on it before returning to the still open door. He took a few moments to see what was going on and noticed a dark figure moving toward him. As it neared the doorway, Shi'rine reached and snatched the smaller creature into a headlock, placing the gun against its head. Slowly, he drug it back into the building and pushed the door closed. Suddenly, he felt a sharp twinge in his gut as the human struck him with a sharp elbow. Then, his feet were knocked out from under him and Shi'rune found himself sprawled on the floor. The human had pulled its side arm and the seconds ticked by as the two of them froze with weapons aimed at each other.

The human lowered its weapon a fraction, "You're going to shoot me with a _flare gun_?" it asked.

"If I must," Shi'rune said, "Will you help my human?" he demanded in a challenging tone.

"This day just keeps getting weirder," the other responded, lowering its weapon and removing its oddly shaped helmet.

Shi'rune was shocked; it was another female. Her dirty-blonde hair was pulled back from her face and secured in a long tail. And she was wearing the uniform of an ODST.

"_Your human_, huh?" the woman said.

He felt a tightness in his chest at her words…when had he started thinking of Melody as _his_?

"She is injured," he said, avoiding the question.

"Well, big guy, lower your weapon and we'll talk," she responded.

He did as she asked and she held out a hand to help him back to his feet. He accepted it.

"Call me Dare," she said as he brushed dirt from his armor.

"Dare," Shi'rune began, motioning to the sleeping Melody. The woman peered past him.

"She is sick," he said as they walked over to the bench. Shi'rune lifted Melody in his arms and turned to Dare, "Please help her. I don't know what to do."

The feeling of utter helplessness the confession made him feel brought tears of frustration to his eyes.

Dare looked at him, her face betraying her shock at the emotion in his words.

"Relax," Dare said, holding up her hands in surrender, _this day just _keeps_ getting weirder_, "I'll help her, but _you _owe me a story."

Shi'rune wasn't sure what she meant by that: he did understand that humans could be very figurative and assumed this statement had some type of meaning that escaped him.

"Take her into the back room," Dare instructed, pointing to a set of closed metal doors, "and stay quiet until I come back. Got it?"

Shi'rune nodded then turned for the double doors, hearing Dare grumbling to herself as she slipped on her helmet. The doors appeared heavy and were secured with a baffling electronic pad bearing strange inscriptions. He pushed on each door with his foot, then his shoulder: they wouldn't budge. Sitting Melody up against a wall, Shi'rune noticed that Dare had already disappeared.

Finding a seam, he clawed and pried, and the doors began to open with mechanical groans and creeks. He pushed and pulled until one finally gave way…well, the bottom of it did, the door sliding awkwardly to a stop and jammed at an angle. Shi'rune gave the door a look of hatred then sighed and gently picked Melody up. He wedged himself through the low opening, half crouching and half scooting on the floor. It was a tight fit but he managed to make it through. He stood but bumped his head on something as he rose. Growling angrily in annoyance, Shi'rune looked around the room. There was a small couch, a human-sized desk and chair, and shelves full of books. Shades were drawn across the windows and there was a stone fireplace against one wall. He crossed the room and placed Melody on the couch, her body sinking into the plush cushions. The dark room felt cold and Shi'rune could hear the storm still raging outside.

Stepping to the desk, he pulled off the remaining shoulder plate, then his gauntlets and arm coverings, looking for unseen injuries. He stacked the armor neatly on the desk. Melody made a tiny, pitiful sound and he turned to her. Stepping across the room he sat in front of the couch and watched her breathe. She made miserable sounds as she tried to speak, her eyes still closed, her skin a sickly pale.

"Shi'rune…" she mumbled, "_run_."

He looked helplessly at her, then rested his head next to hers and wrapped an arm around her.

"It's alright," he said softly, nudging her forehead, "I am here."

As he heard his own words, Shi'rune shuttered at the memories they brought to the surface. It hurt.

It felt like…like…

Shutting his eyes against the thought, a tear escaped to slide across his face. In that moment he knew why he had saved this human: Melody reminded him of _her. _

_He had just joined the Covenant and was on his first assignment when the carrier he was assigned to was attacked. A bomb was located on board and the crew was ordered to evacuate. As everyone else scrambled to the escape pods, Shi'rune ran to look for Sue'veen. He __had __to make sure she got off of the ship, even if that meant giving her his pod. _

_When he found her she was pinned between fallen plasma cells. _

"_Shi'rune!" __she had screamed. _

_Panicked, he ran toward her, but the cells caught fire igniting an explosion that blew him back. As he rose, she was gone and he was covered in blood. _

Shi'rune woke with a start as Dare touched his arm. He wheeled on her, snarling against sadness. Then he noticed that Melody was gone. His face became a mask of absolute rage as he turned back to Dare.

"Woah, woah…" Dare said, backing away slowly, "Easy, she's okay. I gave her some medicine about an hour ago. She's fine; just woke up. You did good, big guy."

Shi'rune looked past the ODST as she turned and walked toward the fireplace. There was a small fire going and Melody was seated near it curled with her arms wrapped around her knees. Dare took a seat near the fire as well and poked at it with her knife. Shi'rune rose and walked over to Melody. She looked up at him and gave a weak smile.

Dare cackled, "The Elite keeping the human safe…you're one lucky chick."

Melody gave the other woman a cross look, then turned back to look up at Shi'rune, "Where are the rest of my clothes?" she asked meekly.

"I…" Shi'rune scratched at his head, "I took off the other garment," he admitted, his cheeks purpling.

The color drained from her face, "You _what?_"

"Hey," Dare barked, "you had a wicked fever. If he hadn't removed some of your clothes you may never have woken up. This Elite here," she hooked a thumb in Shi'rune's direction, "walked up on a fire fight to get you some help, _by the way_."

"And just who the hell _are _you?" Melody snapped back.

Dare sheathed her knife and stood, taking a few steps to close the distance between them, "Veronica Dare; Captain; ODST; 035th ONI Recon," she said extending a hand, her voice a commanding monotone.

"Oh," Melody said, unsettled by the extended hand, "Uh, Captain, I apologize…I didn't realize," she took the hand and Veronica gave hers a firm shake.

Dare waved the excuse away dismissively. She was filthy, and her armor was badly scuffed and scraped…and singed. Most of the external signs of her rank were worn completely off or covered in muck.

"I'm not the one you should be apologizing to," Dare nodded toward Shi'rune.

"Sorry, Shi'rune," Melody whispered, hanging her head.

She felt him sit down beside her. He leaned in close and bumped her face gently with his muzzle.

"There is no need to be," he said, wrapping his arms around her, "All I wanted was for you to be safe."

Melody returned the embrace, turning to bury her face against his chest, mumbling 'thank you' again. The scales of his bare chest were smooth and warm against her cheek. It was quiet for a few awkward moments then Dare forced a cough. The two blushed, pulling away from each other.

"And you would be..?" Dare asked, giving Melody a pointed look.

"Corporal Vovel. Melody," she answered.

"Excellent," Dare said with a nod, "now that we're all done with the pleasantries, I've got to leave you two _love birds_ to fend for yourselves. There is a DLZ down towards the river," she pointed in the direction of the bookshelf, "about three clicks that way. I've got one more mission to complete before I can bug out."

The ODST moved to pick up her helmet as Melody struggled to her feet, "Where are we?" she asked as the other woman knocked at the dried mud which was caked to the front and one side of the helm.

"New Mombasa," Dare answered as she walked across the room and slipped out of the door.


	4. Getting Her Safe

**Chapter Four: Getting Her Safe**

"_Melody," Shi'rune said breathlessly, "we made it, look." _

_He pointed toward a Pelican sitting near the river, just where Dare said it would be. _

"_Yes, yes we did," Melody beamed as he nudged her forward. _

_Dust was being kicked up by the idling aircraft and pelted them as they drew near. The two walked up the open cargo hatch and were met by a young Marine who directed them to sit. _

"_Good thing you made it in time," he shouted over the aircraft's roar. _

_Melody plopped down and strapped herself in. She smiled as Shi'rune perched himself uncomfortably in the seat across from her. _

_The craft lifted off and Shi'rune found the ride far rougher than he could have imagined. It was noisy. The Pelican made terrible sounds he was unaccustomed to and bumped along making his body tremble and his fangs rattle in his head. _

_Suddenly, a high-pitched alarm began to whine from the forward section and a slew of human curses came screaming from the pilot. _

"_Phantoms!__" he managed to shout just before the craft was hit. _

_The impact was like a clap of thunder as glass shattered and was sent flying. Melody screeched and shielded her face with her hands as a second round hit with a rolling boom and the Pelican shuttered violently. The Marine cursed and came free of his harness. He made his way to the forward section and tugged at the pilot. The man's body was thrown aside. It was rittled with shards of glass and his eyes stared vacantly in Shi'rune's direction. The Marine tried to get the Pelican back in order but the vehicle was struck again. The deafening detonation set off terrifying moans from the vessel's hull as it listed angrily to one side then the other. Shi'rune was thrown from his seat and tossed about the small space. Then, with a frightening pop and a hydraulic whine, the cargo bay door burst open. The tail of the vehicle dropped and Shi'rune tumbled toward the opening. He took hold of a dangling strap and looked up to see Melody unfastening her harness. _

"_Don't!__" he yelled. _

_She looked at him, sheer terror on her face, "__We have to!__" she shouted back, "__It's going to crash!__It'll be okay! Look!__" She pointed out the opening. _

_Shi'rune looked back to see a shimmering body of water beneath them. His hearts stopped._

"_Just let go!__" Melody yelled, crawling to him and prying at his fingers. _

"_Melody!__" he protested as the vehicle bucked, sending her sprawling. _

"_What?!__" she screamed, edging back to him and tugging at his arm. _

_He could feel the strap slipping from his grip, "__Sangheili can't swim!__" he hollered as the strap came free and they plummeted from the vehicle. _

_In painfully detailed clarity, an endless sea of water rushed up to meet him… _

Gasping for breath, Shi'rune jolted awake. He clasped his hands to his chest and glanced up to see Melody peering at him from the couch, concern playing on her face.

"What's wrong?" she asked, sliding from the couch sit next to him on the floor.

"Nothing," he lied as he sat up and looked around.

They were still in the building, safely on the ground. As he let his eyes travel the room, still trying to convince himself that it had just been a dream, Shi'rune could see that there were no seas of water anywhere; not even a leak from the ceiling. The fire had burned out in the fireplace and distant thunder punctuated the sound of rain as it began hitting the window. He sighed and looked over to see Melody staring up at him. Her gaze was infectious: the more she looked at him the more he found he craved her attention.

"Okay," she answered, letting her eyes wander across him.

His hide was webbed with scars and the skin of his exposed shoulder was glazed over and peeling. Absently, she reached up and traced her fingers along the line of an old scar that traversed his chest. The feeling sent a tingle of excitement up his spine. He felt frozen in place as he watched her looking at her. He allowed himself a smile as he considered the lovely she was. Yes, there was beauty in her…he caught himself and blinked against the thought.

_Why am I _thinking _this way? She is a _human _and we're in the middle of a war…and I've been sleeping like a dog at her feet when we should be moving….and I….and I…_

He mumbled an inaudible Sangheili curse as she stood and made her way to the room's small window.

Melody looked out to see devastation made worse by the torrential rain. Buildings were missing walls and looking turned inside out; cars were twisted and flipped, one was on fire a block away; soaked garbage and debris littered a cracked and buckled roadway; and once decorative trees were scorched and leafless. Dark clouds loomed in the distance and everything looked thoroughly water-logged.

"Looks like it isn't ever going to stop raining," she said sadly, turning to see him struggle to his feet.

He grumbled something in his native language then walked to the desk and began unwinding the bandage from his thigh. As the wound was uncovered, Melody was surprised to see how quickly he had healed. There was now only a small circular scar just to one side of his thigh plating. He brushed his hand across the injury absently then looked mournfully at the bloody bandage in his hand. He muttered something she didn't understand and shook his head.

Melody wanted to ask him what he was saying but thought better of it.

Shi'rune set the dirty bandage aside and began clicking his upper body armor back into place. Melody could hear the soft snaps as each piece took magnetic hold. When he was finished, he lifted the bloody bandage and wound it around his exposed shoulder, tying it in place.

He looked up to see a questioning expression on Melody's face.

"This is so I may preserve my honor," he said gruffly.

She scrunched her features together, still not understanding.

He sighed, "This blood was not lost in battle," he said, absently touching the cloth.

Melody raised both eyebrows and glanced out the window, "Last time I checked, there is still a war going on."

Shi'rune snorted, "I will receive no credit for circumstance."

Melody's mouth moved but no words came out.

He stared at her, "There is no honor in being injured because I am…_clumsy_."

There was shameful honesty in his tone, but Melody found herself smiling at the very human sentiment. So, his way of dealing with things was _different_, and kind of gross, but she could see the nobility in his action and it struck her deep inside.

He straightened from the desk and stepped to the window next to her. As he gazed out at the ever building storm in silence, she found her eyes wandering his form.

"I can preserve my honor because of what _you_ have done," he said, breaking into her thoughts.

Melody startled; eyes wide, cheeks burning.

He looked down at her and cocked his head, "Does this offend you?" he asked, touching the bandage.

She could see concern in his eyes, "No," she blurted, uncertain there were words to describe how she felt.

He smiled and, without thinking, reached to stroke her hair.

She felt an electric shock of excitement run through her entire body at his touch. She turned away, fighting the involuntary and unexpected reaction.

"Melody," he said in a whisper, "Is something wrong?"

"No," she lied, forcing a smile.

Shi'rune felt a painful tightness in his chest. A host of words bounced around in his head but he knew they were better left unspoken. This was not the time or place and she seemed unprepared to face them. No, _he _was unprepared to face them.

"We should go," he said instead, lifting the flare gun.

The remains of the ruined city had turned into a tangle of forest as the two made their way in the direction of the river. They had been slopping through mud and decaying leaves, being slapped by soggy branches, and soaked by intermittent downpours for hours. Melody had begun to worry that they were lost, but Shi'rune just marched on as if he knew right where he was going. He would pause and sniff the air, giving Melody time to catch up to him.

Suddenly, he froze mid sniff and his body went ridged, "Melody, stop," he hissed.

Too late, Melody plowed face first into the back of his armor. Rubbing her nose she shoved him, not that it mattered. He crouched and turned to her just as she bawled up to complain. She found her words cut off when he clamped a giant hand across her mouth, almost completely engulfing her head.

"Quiet," he whispered, sniffing the air again, "There are Brutes."

Melody felt her heart sink.

_Oh, shit…_she thought, watching him cock his head from one side to the other.

"And a Wraith," he added, adjusting his grip on the flare pistol.

_SHIT_, she thought.

Without another word, Shi'rune grabbed Melody's arm and began pulling her along through the forest. She was stumbling over her feet and he practically flung her behind a fallen log. Through the sound of her heart pounding in her chest and her desperate breathing, Melody heard trees snapping, and branches crashing, and the familiar whine and mechanical whir of the Covenant tank. Rolling over, she peeped above the log just as the vehicle came into view. Shi'rune let out an ugly growl.

"Melody," he said, "get ready to run."

She opened her mouth to speak but he sprang from behind the log wielding the flare gun shouting, "Now, _run now!_"

With a terrified whimper she jumped up and sprinted after him. Guttural shouts could be heard from the direction of the tank.

"Look, brothers, _food_," a Brute laughed.

Bolts of plasma began peppering the ground near Shi'rune and Melody, sending clots of mud flying as wet foliage sizzled. Shi'rune turned and fired a flare at the Wraith. A smoking gray trail zipped along smacking leaves and sending a Brute dodging into the mud as the bright orange projectile lodged against the vehicle. It wedged in a seam and sat there flinging sparks and sizzling uselessly. The Brutes began to laugh and turned their attention back to the escaping duo, raising their weapons just as the flare burst, rocking the tank and sending the Brutes snarling for cover.

Melody and Shi'rune could hear angry howls as they ran. And suddenly, the forest gave way and they stumbled out onto a crumbling street. Panting, Shi'rune grabbed Melody's arm and yanked her in the direction of a low building. Hot blue plasma began hitting the street and flying wildly around them as they took cover behind an overturned car. Melody was terrified and shaking, watching with wild eyes as Shi'rune retrieved another flare and popped it into the gun.

He looked at her then pointed to the open door of a building and gave her arm a shove. Clamoring to her feet, Melody rose to dash across the street as Shi'rune stood from cover. A bolt of plasma struck the vehicle and the resulting explosion sent Melody sprawling into the middle of the street and Shi'rune flying through a light pole.

Her head slammed against rough asphalt and Melody struggled to remain conscious. Her vision faltered and everything began to fade to black as footsteps approached.

"Humm," a Brute rumbled, leaning down to pick her up, "Wonder if this one will be as delicious as the others?" His companion laughed heartily before leaning in to sniff at her.

Shi'rune picked himself up just in time to see the disgusting creatures pushing and shoving at each other, fangs bared. Looking around and not seeing the flare gun, he scrambled for a weapon.

Melody's head pounded and her ears were filled with the sounds of snarling and panting. Suddenly, a shower of concrete and stones fell across her as Shi'rune hefted a chunk of rubble and bashed one of the Brutes across the head. She found herself dropped to the ground and she curled instinctively into a ball as feet kicked around her. The sounds of angry snarls and intense struggling filled her ears as she covered her head and sobbed.

Then, everything went still and Shi'rune was next to her gulping air, "Melody," he rasped, "get up."

Everything ached as he took hold of her and pulled her into his arms. He stood and took a step toward the building, his furious snarl turning to an anguish laden roar.

In answer, a volley of gunfire sounded from down the street and Shi'rune found himself walking toward it, unconcerned with his own safety.

Melody was aware of every movement. She could hear his ragged breathing and feel the rise and fall of his chest. She wanted to say something but her head pounded and her body wouldn't respond. The sound of gunfire grew louder then, she heard a human voice shout something from very close. Shi'rune paused and Melody strained to hear, struggled to turn her head and see…

"Hey, _ugly_," a vaguely familiar voice raged, "put the lady _down_."

Slowly, Shi'rune laid her in the middle of the road, kneeling at her side. She could feel the asphalt bite into her skin as she caught the sound of feet rushing up to them.

"_Good boy_," the human voice snarled just before Melody heard a deafening _thud_.
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**Chapter Five: I Choose One**

The back of his neck felt as if it was on fire, yet, Shi'rune shivered against the cold. The pain settled into a dull ache and his head began to clear.

_Where is she? _

His mind tossed the thought away as another rush of cold washed across his body. Then, something hard hit his face, sending a wave of heat across his head. Forcing his eyes open, Shi'rune craned his neck to see a Marine standing to one side. He grinned, seeming very please with himself.

"Hey there, sunshine," his human voice conveyed a disturbing satisfaction before he reared back and struck Shi'rune in the face again, wielding a piece of rebar like a baseball bat.

"What do you want?" Shi'rune hissed, unable to force his body to move.

That made the Marine pause; he hadn't expected the creature to speak English.

Shi'rune turned from the human's disgusted gaze and noticed that he was bound to a human-sized chair in a dirty little room. The floor was glazed over with water, the light fixtures dangled from the ceiling from dusty cords: one was propped up so it shone directly into his face; part of one wall was missing. He could feel blood running in trails down his cheeks and dripping from his chin.

"What I _want_," the Marine said through clenched teeth, "is to know why you had _my_ girl and what you were going to do to her!" his voice had risen to a yell, increasing in volume as he spoke.

Shi'rune felt a momentary flare of outrage that dissolved into shame: the Marine's meaning translated perfectly. His angry, demanding eyes bored into Shi'rune; his possessive language making the cause of his fury clear; the way he was posturing and spoiling for a fight…

_Melody has a mate…why didn't she tell me? _

Filled with an indescribable sense of loss, Shi'rune straightened the best he could and looked the other male straight in the eyes, "I was looking for her people so that she would be safe…"

The Marine cut him off, red faced and screaming, "Stop lying!" he swung again and cracked Shi'rune in the neck.

Shi'rune coughed and snarled against the sharp pain. That was enough; this male had taken his revenge as far as the rights of his honor allowed. Perhaps he should have been angry, Shi'rune knew his feelings for Melody had become less than noble, but _this human_ was not going to insult the Sangheili's honor any further. Shi'rune moved to stand but realized the bindings were sufficient.

The Marine smiled viciously then planted his boot hard into Shi'rune's chest, sending the chair tipping backwards. As his head slammed against the floor, Shi'rune felt a sharp kick to the ribs. He coughed, sending blood splattering across the floor. The Marine reared back and slammed the rebar across Shi'rune's stomack before kicking him in the side again.

"Fucking split-lip," he raged, striking Shi'rune again, and again, "You got your blood on my fucking boots!"

The human male panted, giving Shi'rune a weaker, final kick.

It hurt to breathe. Involuntary tears poured from his eyes as Shi'rune drew sharp, ragged breaths.

_I only wanted to _help _her..._ he thought, trying to keep his bearings.

He was ready to swear it, but he knew there were no words to make this angry little male understand...to make him _believe _Shi'rune would never have hurt or dishonored Melody, because...

_I love her…_

The thought broke through his mind and he cringed to imagine what her vengeful mate would do if he said those words.

"Shi'rune!" she screamed as she sat bold upright in bed.

"Whoa, Melody," a familiar voice soothed, "lay back down, you're still pretty banged up."

Melody was confused; she recognized the person standing at her bedside: curly red hair, cheerful green eyes, youthful freckled face...

Her head swam and she squinted at the woman who smiled down at her, not convinced she wasn't hallucinating.

"Michelle?" asked in disbelief.

The other woman's crooked smile broadened to reveal perfect teeth.

Uniform in tatters and filthy, Michelle was standing there, very much alive: her best friend and fellow medic…not among the dead.

"Nice to see you, too," Michelle continued, "You've been out for a while."

Melody looked around, taking in the room as Michelle began to babble, "I couldn't _believe _we found you, of course you were out cold, and it's a good thing, too…there is no _telling _what that Elite was planning to do to you…"

_Shi'rune, _Melody thought, her mind rushing with the thought of him, _God, no. He just wanted to protect me…_

"Where is…" she began as she jerked the blankets back and began to slip from the bed, noticing then that she was clad only in a black t-shirt and her under garments, "_my clothes_," she shrieked, "Michelle, where the hell are my clothes?"

"Uh," Michelle startled at her tone, "Right here," she turned and retrieved fatigue pants from a chair, "I had to remove them to check you for injuries…"

Melody snatched them out of her hands and began hopping into them, her ankle throbbing in protest, as she headed for the door. She found her boots and crammed her feet into them without bothering with the laces.

"Where is Shi'rune?" she demanded.

"Who? Mel, you're losing me here," her friend began, "maybe you should just lay back…"

"The _Elite_, Michelle. Where is the Elite?"

"Why?" the redhead asked, screwing up her face in disgust.

"_Just tell me where he is!_" Melody shrieked.

"Okay, okay," her friend back peddled, "he's in the room across the hall, "she pointed at the door, "Brandon is _having a talk _with him."

Melody felt a chill run through her. Brandon didn't "have a talk" with anyone. The thought of him "having a talk" with Shi'rune scared her more than she could have imagined, enough for her not to register relief that Brandon was alive.

Clomping over to Michelle, Melody brushed past and snatched up a rifle leaning casually against the chair.

"Hey!" Michelle yelped, "That's _mine_."

Melody gave her a cool look then headed for the door.

"Wait!" Michelle hollered, "What are you doing? What's going on?"

The two women spilled out into the hallway: Melody moving in determined strides to the adjacent door with Michelle scrambling in her wake.

As she reached for the knob, Melody heard Brandon's enraged voice, "_Fucking split-lip, you got your blood on my fucking boots!_"

Shoving through the door in panic, Melody brought the rifle to her shoulder and found Brandon squarely in her sights, reared back, curved length or rebar in his hands.

"Brandon I'm sorry," Michelle squealed from behind her.

"Brandon, _stop!_" Melody roared.

The Marine turned, the big fat smile on his face falling when he saw the rifle. He let his arms fall to his sides and gave a weak smile.

"Uh, Mel, babe…" he laughed uncomfortably, dropping the rebar and lifting his hands in surrender.

"Get _away _from him," she answered, her voice trembling with anger.

Brandon's angular face became a mixture of competing emotions: his mouth curled into a smile but his eyes gave away fear. Smoothing a grimy hand across his shorn blonde hair, he made to take a step toward her.

"It's alright," he said with a nervous chuckle, "I'm just about to finish taking out the _trash_."

Melody tensed, "Don't you _dare _touch him again," she leveled dangerously.

Brandon's cold green eyes shifted from Melody to Michelle. The redhead shrugged and mouthed _I don't know_.

"What the fuck is this, Mel?" he asked, crossing his arms over his chest, bolstering himself, "I save you from a squid-head and my _thanks _is you pulling a gun on me?"

"Get out," she answered, a single tear spilling across her cheek.

It was all too much: the sudden realization that some of the people she cared about had survived, the unidentifiable aches all over her body, Shi'rune bloodied and bruised, the man she once loved looking like some psycho out of a horror film…

"C'mon, babe, give me the gun," Brandon cooed, taking another step toward her, "you're hurt and confused. You don't know what you're doing."

Melody let the rifle tip momentarily to the ground and fired a single shot into the floor at his feet. Bits of concrete and dirty carpet fibers flew into the air as a deafening report echoed inside the room.

"_Fuck, MELODY!_" Brandon screamed, jumping against the wall, "You fucking crazy bitch…"

"_Shut up _and_ get out,_" Melody cut him off, her words strangled with tears, "before I put one in your _fucking head._"

He stared at her for a minute, trying to decide if he believed her. Finally, he inched towards the door, still plastered against the wall. Melody stepped aside, following him with the rifle as he slithered around the door frame and disappeared.

"Wow, when you break up with someone you mean it…" Michelle muttered.

Melody ignored her, slinging the rifle as she stepped quickly to Shi'rune, "Bring me a med kit," she called over her shoulder.

The other woman stood there twiddling her fingers nervously, "But," she began to protest.

"No _buts_, Michelle, _bring me a med kit_," Melody demanded, "_NOW_."

Michelle turned with a startled _eep _and dashed from the room.

Melody knelt at Shi'rune's side and brushed his cheek. Angry bruises and welts disfigured the once familiar Sangheili face. A tear fell from Melody's chin and landed against a mandible. She sniffed as she fought back the images of countless men and women who had died in front of her…Shi'rune could _not_ be added to that list.

He was only vaguely aware that he was not alone. The light feeling of her soft hand against his face made him smile despite the pain it caused. It was enough to know she was safe…He wanted to open his eyes and look at her, but his heavy lids would not obey. It had to be enough just to know she was there.

Michelle returned with the kit and passed it to her friend. Sinking to her knees she looked into Melody's face and saw the depth of her agony. Tears streamed down her cheeks and she wiped at her eyes with the back of her hands as she opened the kit and began rummaging through it.

"Get that crap off of him," Melody sniffed, pointing to the rope tied around his middle.

Michelle obeyed, retrieving a small knife from a pocket she sawed at the ropes in silence.

Melody gently dabbed and wiped at Shi'rune's face with gauze pads. Small cuts drained furiously and refused to stop bleeding. In frustration, Melody sobbed, curling down to rest her face against his.

"Shi'rune," she hiccupped, "I'm so sorry…"

Folding her knife and stowing it back in her pocket, Michelle reached over and placed a hand on her friend's shoulder, "Hey," she whispered, "he'll be okay."

"He was just trying to help me," Melody cried, her voice shaking, "he didn't deserve this."

Michelle watched as Melody gently cradled the Elite's head, stroking his cheek before she balled over and kissed his swollen eyelid.

_Oh, holy shit…_Michelle though.
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**Chapter Six: Middle Girl Secret**

Michelle crept from her room and made her way silently down the long hall. They were holed up in the remains of a once grand hotel; now just a war torn shell of itself. A mouse squeaked and Michelle heard it scurrying somewhere ahead of her.

_Not a mouse…probably a rat…_

She shuttered at the thought.

It was so dark, and there was junk and trash lying around everywhere. Brandon had set traps at random along the halls and barricaded the staircase. Michelle side stepped the alarms and began wiggling through the barricade. Suddenly, a flash of lightening bathed the hall in flickering light and a clap of thunder sounded in the distance. Stumbling as she pulled free of the barricade, Michelle broke into a run and disappeared down another hall.

She rounded a corner and pushed through the first door. Crossing a small room she went straight to the window and crawled out onto the fire escape. Winding down a flight, she crawled through another window and made her way back out into the hall. She hurried along and stopped at room 207, the 2 dangled upside down.

Pausing, Michelle listened to make sure no one had been following her. Then, softly knocking, she opened the door.

"Mee-shell," a voice chittered, "missed you."

Michelle giggled, pushing the door closed. She felt hands close around her waist and she turned to see the leathery beak and the glistening plumes of the Kig-Yar. She smiled and he appeared to be smiling back at her in his own way.

"You're still here," she mused, "I thought you'd get hungry and wander away."

He cocked his head sharply and clicked his toothy beak, "I not leave."

She giggled again and ran a hand over the Jackal's feathered cheek, "Did you eat while I was gone?" she asked, brushing past him as she dug in a pocket.

"No," he croaked softly, clicking his claws together nervously and drooling at the thought of food.

"Well, Siv" Michelle beamed, "you're in luck. I have a _special _treat for you."

He squawked in excitement and the feathers on his head stood up. Clacking his teeth noisily, he watched as she pulled a can and an opener from a pocket. Stepping close he cocked his head to one side.

"Too…Too-na," he rasped.

Michelle giggled again, watching as he straightened, peering at her with big, glassy eyes. He clearly knew what a treat was.

Fumbling with the opener, Michelle turned the dial and peeled the circular top from the can. Siv licked at his maw and drooled in sloppy droplets onto the floor.

"I can't let you starve," Michelle said, discarding the lid and tucking the can opener back into a pocket, "I'm sorry I was gone for so long, but we found my friend…"

She passed the can to the patiently waiting Jackal and sat in silence while he awkwardly snapped and slurped at the can.

Staring off at nothing, Michelle recalled how fiercely Melody had cried over the Elite's battered body. The two women had been unable to move him so Melody pulled blankets and sheets and pillows from several of the rooms and piled herself on the wet floor, refusing to leave his side. She just laid there for hours, crying to herself and petting his face…

Seeing her faraway look, Siv quickly slurped the last of his food and tossed the can into a growing pile of garbage in the corner. It was not like Mee-shell to look sad.

"Is something wrong? Need help?" he asked, stepping near and bunting her shoulder with his snout.

They may have been different in many ways, but the emotion in her face crossed the species boundary. He knew she was lost in troubling thoughts.

Michelle suddenly laughed mirthlessly, "You're not going to believe it," she said, raking a hand across her face, "when we found my friend she had an Elite with her."

Siv crooned, the feathers of his head rising and falling in interest.

"I mean, _an Elite_," Michelle huffed, "and she almost shot Brandon. All because he hurt it…him…whatever…"

She crossed her arms angrily against the thought of losing another friend over something so…so _silly. _

"But, Mee-shell," Siv whispered, "you would do same for me?"

He had inched closer to her, genuinely concerned that she thought of him as disposable in the way she clearly thought of the Sangheili.

"Eww," she groaned, "No, Why would…" she let the statement hang out there for a few seconds before sighing, "You know what, fish breath, my brain hurts, it's way past time to go to sleep."

Michelle climbed into the huge bed, fluffing blankets all around and rearranging pillows. She had always told herself Siv was just a useful pet, following her around and waiting like a dog. Even when they were locked in the brig of a Covenant cruiser she had joked that once they escaped she would kick his ass for being such a pest. But now…no, she wouldn't let anyone hurt him.

Siv walked to the end of the bed and rested his clawed hand on her blanketed leg. He could see her through the darkness of the room looking back at him. She smiled.

He really was more than an annoying pet that wouldn't stop following her. He had always been waiting; and patiently endured the hell of her trauma after she had been questioned by the UNSC.

"Hey, Siv," she finally said, "It's going to be a long day tomorrow," she yawned, "get some rest. You never know, maybe Brandon and the Elite will have a big old fight and we can finally watch Blondie get his ass kicked. Wouldn't want to miss _that_, would you?"

Siv chittered then crawled into the bed, rooting around until he had created a comfortable nest. Michelle was curled on her side, her back to him. Finally settling in, Siv tucked his head against her.
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**Chapter Seven: Nothing like a fight…**

It was cold.

Shi'rune felt his body give an involuntary shiver as he slowly opened his eyes. Everything ached. His head throbbed, his stomach rumbled painfully, and his limbs felt made of lead.

_Melody…_

He sat up as fast as his body would allow, finding her bundled in a wad of blankets and sheets on the floor next to him. Her sleepy eyes blinked and he smiled down at her, the muscles in his face stinging in protest.

She reached out a hand and laid it against his face, brushing at crusted blood. In the remaining light, Melody could see that, once again, his body had taken little time to heal. Cuts that refused to stop bleeding several hours before were now pale lines of scars and the dark bruises of his face had faded to mere shadows against his hide.

He took hold of her arm and nuzzled her hand, hearing her laugh.

The sound cut through him with a feeling of both joy and shame as a thousand memories rushed into his head.

"Melody," he murmured against the skin of her palm, "why didn't you tell me…" he let the question trail off, unable to force the words from his aching mandibles.

"Tell you what?" she asked, withdrawing her hand and stretching her arms over her head.

He stared at her, trying not to enjoy the sight of her body as she stretched then settled her arms back down at her sides, looking innocently into his face.

He snorted, "That you have a mate."

Melody blinked at him.

"That I have a _what_?" she gasped, holding back laughter.

Shi'rune pushed himself to his feet and she scrambled to her own.

"That male," he pointed at the door in explanation, "he indicated that he is your mate."

She stared at him for a few beats, mouth open, face screwing into a look of disbelief.

"In his _dreams_ maybe," she finally blurted.

Shi'rune cocked his head to one side and folded his arms across his chest, "What meaning has this?" he asked roughly.

"It means: Brandon is a jack-ass," Melody snapped, "We went on _one _date, if you want to call it that. Next thing I know, I'm getting bitched at by women I don't even _know_. Apparently, Brandon thinks of himself as an intergalactic ladies man. The jerk has a string of _mates _between here and Beta Centauri. He's the kind of _loser _who gets off on having women fight over him. Not exactly my idea of a man…or a…_mate_," she said the last word as if the idea were as distasteful as the conversation was awkward.

Shi'rune clenched his mandibles and stood staring into her angry face.

He let his arms fall to his sides, "He is a deceiver," he said.

"Among other things," Melody laughed.

She stepped to Shi'rune and wrapped her arms around him as best she could. Instinctively, he returned the embrace, his mind already brooding on the idea that this _Brandon _had taken vengeance he was not rightfully entitled to…

Thunder clapped from somewhere in the distance and both looked at the shattered far wall. They could see a broken city just beyond what remained and dark clouds rolling angrily towards the little hovel.

"Let's go somewhere warm," Melody suggested, "and dry."

Her words broke through Shi'rune's thoughts and he found himself smiling down at her. Her suggestion sounded far more enjoyable than standing in the cold plotting revenge…

Brandon woke feeling as if he had been sleeping on a concrete board all night. His back ached and as he sat up he realized _concrete board _was pretty close to accurate. After the dizzying altercation with Melody he had decided to crawl to the roof and keep a lookout to clear his head. Now, in the gray light of morning he found himself soaked, even through wet weather gear, and he was cold and sore…and still _pissed_.

What was that crazy bitch thinking?

Pulling a stashed candy bar from a pocket, Brandon thought it over, chewing slowly as he brooded. His pride hurt more than anything. They had found Melody…and _that _had been a shock. A big part of him had expected her to wake up, he would get to tell her the story of how he saved her from an Elite, and she would be _oh so _grateful. But, no…she woke up a raving crazy lady.

"The _fuck _is up with that shit," he asked out loud, crumpling the snack wrapper and tossing it across the uneven roof.

His stomach growled in answer.

_This _damn _hotel_, he thought.

It was old, and half falling apart _before_ the war arrived. The Historic Diani Grand Hotel had been mostly leveled in the fight. Once a cheap resort: it was now just scattered ruins as far as the eye could see, like everything else. The swimming pool was filled with rubble and downed decorative trees; lumps of building leaked broken furniture and bedding. Worst, the hotel kitchen was under about a million pounds of brick, concrete, and downed, burnt-out Pelican. Food was scarce, Brandon was lucky he had come upon a shattered vending machine still holding a few snacks the rats hadn't gotten to.

But, that had been two days ago…and he was _hungry_.

Thunder growled overhead and Brandon sighed. Okay, he had had a good sulk. Maybe the Elite could be useful, as in: maybe it could help them find some food.

Clamoring to his feet, he grabbed his rifle and carefully picked his way across the rooftop. Swinging a leg over the ledge, Brandon stepped onto the fire escape and began making his way down six flights to the ground floor.

Michelle woke with a chill. Bunching herself up under the covers she found herself snuggling against Siv's soft feathers. He crooned in response, wrapping a scaled arm across her middle. Michelle smiled, then felt heat rush to her face as she realized what was happening. Tossing back the blankets, she jumped from the bed, leaving Siv staring up at her.

"Something wrong?" he chirped.

"Yes, no…" Michelle stuttered, wrapping her arms around herself.

Siv crawled from the bed and draped the comforter across her shoulders, cocking his head to one side and eyeing her curiously.

She softened, letting herself smile and pet the side of his face. He pulled her back to the bed, tucking her in before settling next to her.

"Yes…no…" he repeated her words, the feathers on his head rising and falling as he spoke.

Michelle cuddled under the blankets, pulling them up to her chin, trying to hide. She didn't think she could explain it to him, and she really didn't want to…that would mean saying the words _out loud_.

"Yes, something is wrong," she said finally.

Siv bunted at the lump of her form with his snout, looking at her with his big black eyes.

Michelle huffed, "We aren't the same…" her words trailed off as she turned away from him.

"The same?" he croaked.

"Yeah, as in: _the same species_."

"Why this matter?" he responded sweetly.

Michelle stared at him.

"_It matters_..." she began, "because…because. It's just gross, that's why."

Siv just looked at her, "Then why _no_," he finally asked.

Michelle looked at him for a long time. He patiently just stared in her face, waiting, like he always had. Pulling her hand free of the blankets, she ran it along the soft feathers of his head and down the leathery length of his beak.

The memory of how Melody had cried over the injured Elite made her suddenly feel sick. Not because she was particularly disgusted by the idea…but because she knew deep inside she understood.

"Because, I _don't care_," she sobbed, throwing her arms around him.

Siv chattered and tucked his head against her just as a loud crash shattered the moment and Brandon's enraged voice cut through the room, "_WHAT THE ACTUAL FUCK!"_

Melody and Shi'rune were snug in a bed, sleeping soundly, when the sound of breaking glass and yelling came echoing down the hall. Both jumped up, Melody grabbing the rifle leaned against a bedside table while Shi'rune stalked to the closed door. He poked his head out into the hall, listening intently when he caught the sound of Brandon's voice. Growling low, Shi'rune burst from the room and began following the sound. Melody tagged along, her heart racing.

The two wound their way along a hall to an exit and pushed outside, Brandon's yelling becoming more loud and clear as they ran along the outside of the building following the sound.

Melody could hear Michelle screaming in response, her words broken with sobs.

Rounding a corner, Shi'rune snarled angrily and Melody came around to see Brandon standing on the catwalk of a second story fire escape, his rifle thrust through an open window.

"You're _fucking disgusting_," he hollered, punctuating his words with short jabs of the gun, "You and Melody, both, have _lost your damn minds_!"

"_Just stop it, Brandon, leave us alone,_" Michelle screamed from inside the room.

"Us? Us? So it's _us _now?" Brandon mocked, "You know, you and Melody are _sick_, maybe I should just shoot your little _friend _here and then go gut that Elite, then everything would be _right as_…"

Before he could finish the though, Shi'rune took hold of the edge of the catwalk and yanked it from the wall.

Brandon felt the world jerked from beneath him and tumbled with a yelp as the fire escape tilted at a sharp angle. His body slammed into the railing before he was deposited with a _thud _to the ground. Coughing and cursing he realized he had lost his rifle in the fall and began scrambling. Seeing it a few feet away he lunged, only to be caught by the back of his shirt and lifted into the air.

"_Put me…_" he began, grabbing hold of a scaly arm and twisting trying to free himself.

As he dangled, Brandon's body swung around and he found himself face-to-face with the Elite who smiled wickedly, bearing his fangs.

"Oh _shit_," he gulped.

"_Oh shit_, indeed," Shi'rune hissed.

"Hey," Michelle yelped, looking down from the window, "Hey, wait!"

Shi'rune looked up at her just as a Kig-Yar's head emerged, peeping down as well. The creature squawked at him then grabbed Michelle who squealed in protest. The Jackal crawled from the window, carrying Michelle in one arm, and easily climbed down the broken fire escape. He set Michelle on her feet, positioning himself in front of her.

Melody walked over to her friend, slinging her weapon. Michelle welled up as Melody approached. Unable to hold back tears, she burst past Siv.

"I'm so _sorry_," she sobbed, grabbing Melody into a hug.

"Well, isn't this cute," Brandon, sneered, still dangling from Shi'rune's grasp, "Just _wait _until the UNSC finds out about…"

Shi'rune's hateful growl cut him off.

To his surprise, Brandon found himself set on his feet.

"Go_ tell them_," Shi'rune said, his face still right in Brandon's.

The Elite motioned with his snout to nowhere particular in the distance and Brandon turned to see the emptiness and devastation all round them. The thought of striking out _alone _was not appealing. He spun around and returned the Elite's hateful look, and without warning took a swing.

His fist connected with the creature's cheek and he heard an awful _crunch_. Yelping in pain, he hopped back cradling his fist while the Elite just snarled at him twitching his mandibles.

"_Fuck me_," Brandon said through clenched teeth.

Melody and Michelle turned to see Brandon dancing around holding his broken hand and Shi'rune watching him with amusement.

Siv poked his head between the women and looked at Michelle, "Did we miss fight?" he chirped happily.

Both girls smiled.

"I think that was…" Michelle began to whisper, just as Shi'rune grabbed Brandon by the front of his garment.

"Shi'rune, wait," Melody said, stepping forward.

The Shangheili slowly turned to her, cocking his head.

"Don't kill him," she pleaded, "Brandon is an ass hole; and a loud mouth; and a mean, hateful, disgusting..."

"Not helping, Mel," Brandon whispered.

"But, he knows how to fix things," she added.

Shi'rune looked back to the wiggling Marine, "Then he may be useful," he growled.

"Yes," Melody answered.

"Very well," he relented, adjusting his grip on Brandon, "At her word, I will consider _that_" he motioned to Brandon's broken hand with his snout,"recompense for the dishonor you have done _me_, and _this_," he slammed his head against Brandon's face, "for the dishonor you have done _her _with your lies."

The Marine staggered away as Shi'rune let him go and stood. Brandon went into another fit of cursing and hopping, clutching his uninjured hand to his nose. Blood dripped through his fingers and tears streamed down his face.

"You people are_ crazy_," he yelled, "I'm not helping you. You're all fucking _nuts_!"

Everyone watched him as he backed away, tripped over his rifle and landed with a _thump _on his rear. He snatched the weapon up with a bloody hand and forced a triumphant smile as he aimed it wildly and waived it at the whole group.

With an angry snarl, Shi'rune reached and tore it from his hand. He ejected the magazine, fired the chambered round into the ground near Brandon's feet, then passed the empty weapon back to him.

The line was clearly drawn, and Brandon realized he was on the losing side of it.

"_Fuck you_, fuck_ all_ of you," he yelled, struggling to his feet, "I'm out of here."

With that, he jerked the empty rifle from Shi'rune's hand and stormed away.

Siv flared his feathers and rattled his teeth as Brandon disappeared around the corner. Michelle petted the Jackal's head. Shi'rune turned as Melody walked to him and hugged his arm, pressing her face against his warm skin.

"Where will he go?" Shi'rune asked, feeling a stab of worry that he had somehow put Melody in danger.

"Nowhere," Michelle answered.

"Yeah," Melody said, "he's just…mad...and a sore loser. He'll come around."

Shi'rune looked down at her and smiled, "For his sake, I hope you are right."
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	8. There's a Start

**Chapter Eight: There's a Start.**

The air grew cold as the storm rolled closer to the demolished hotel. Everyone moved inside and try to stay warm and ride it out.

Melody eventually approached Michelle, desperate to break the awkward silence that had been lingering, "So, uh," she started, "Who is _this _and where did you find him?"

"Well," Michelle picked nervously at a wayward red curl, "it's a long story."

Melody walked next to her friend as the group made their way down long halls and into a crumbling lobby.

Noticing Michelle's unease, Siv nudged her shoulder reassuringly with his beak, "Mee-shell, ask about _Sangheili_," he prodded, trying to help her change the subject.

"Yeah," Michelle blurted, suddenly realizing she wasn't the only one with some explaining to do, "where did you find _him_," she motioned to Shi'rune as he milled around the lobby desk and sniffed at abandoned luggage, "and how did you get an _Elite_ to be so…_friendly_?"

With an angry snort, Shi'rune looked up from his incessant sniffing and growled, "Watch your tongue," he snapped at Michelle, "Do not address me by that term…_human_."

Hearing Shi'rune's insulting tone, Siv pushed his way in front of the women, planting himself directly in front of the Sangheili and snapped his toothy beak at Shi'rune, "She mean no hurt."

Shi'rune raised a brow ridge and looked at the smaller creature who glared at him and belligerently ruffled his feathers.

Sighing deeply, Shi'rune closed his eyes. As much as he hated to admit it, the Kig-Yar was correct. Melody's friend hadn't meant any harm, she was simply curious and quite possibly had no way of knowing he would find the human term offensive. He looked to Melody who crossed her arms and gave him an amused smile.

"My apologies," he said tightly.

The response took Siv by surprise; his posture relaxed and his feathers smoothed. Casting Shi'rune a confused look the Kig-Yar completely backed down and made his way behind Michelle, bunting her arm with his snout.

Melody walked to Shi'rune and laid a hand on his shoulder. He looked down at her and smiled weakly. Amused at how goofy he looked, she smiled back.

"We're in this together," Melody said, breaking eye contact to look from Shi'rune to Siv, who was peeping from behind Michelle, "So, let's stay civil and find a place to wait out this storm."

Nodding, Shi'rune stepped off towards a staircase and everyone followed, leaving the war torn lobby behind.

Wandering the second floor halls, they eventually found a room with sufficient accommodations. It was stripped bare; no pillows or sheets or blankets, but also no _Brandon_ so it would do.

"C'mon, Michelle," Melody said, "Let's go find some blankets and stuff," she tugged at her friends arm, "you can tell me your story and I can tell you mine while we look."

Shi'rune and Siv looked at the curiously, both getting the hint that they wanted to make the search alone.

"You two hang tight," Michelle called from the doorway, "maybe we will find something to eat, too."

Shi'rune just huffed and crossed his arms while Siv just licked at his chops at the mention of food.

As the women disappeared down the hall, Shi'rune leaned against a wall and stared out the shattered window. From his peripheral view he could see the Kig-Yar sniffing at the closer of the two beds before climbing on it and standing. Turning his head, Shi'rune found himself looking the creature directly in the eye.

"What happened?" Siv asked, submissively ducking his neck but raising the feathers on his head in curiosity, "Your face?"

Shi'rune eyed him suspiciously then heaved a sigh.

"It was the human, _Brandon_," he finally said, reaching to touch the lightly bruised skin of his cheek, "That one is no different than a savage beast, as _most_ humans are," he let his eyes wander back out the window and at the building storm.

"Mee-shell not _savage_," Siv chattered.

"I suppose not, "Shi'rune spoke to the window, "It appears _we _have had the good fortune to find some of the best _humanity_ has to offer."

Siv cocked his head to one side and peered at the Shangeili, "I see…"

"Okay," Michelle giggled, pushing through a doorway, "spill it. How did you meet _your _knight in shining armor, and what did you do to make him like you so much?"

Melody glared at her playfully and received a smack in the arm for the effort.

She laughed, "When we got the evac orders on the ship I stayed behind to get the last of the patients out…by then there was a fire and the ship was falling apart and I had to take the long way around to the escape pods. It was dark and…I got lost and a stack of crates fell and I was stuck. I thought that was it. But, Shi'rune came out of nowhere and snatched me up and stuffed me into an escape pod with him," she paused and looked at her hands, "he got hurt and I patched him up, no big deal, but I guess I did something right because now he seems to think it's his duty to protect me. What about you? How'd you find your little friend?"

Michelle had been smiling like a cat until Melody started asking questions. She looked away and took a deep breath, "The short version: Just after I got to the colony it was attacked. A whole bunch of Covenant showed up…but they didn't kill us, well, not all of us…they _took _us."

Michelle walked from the room and into another, continuing the search for bedding, trying to get her mind to pick the gory details out. She found an overturned housekeeping cart a few rooms down and began digging through the folded sheets. She came up with one, finding Melody standing behind her clutching an armful of pillows.

"I _hated _him when we first met," her mouth trembled as she hugged the folded wad of sheets and she looked away. A tear streaked down her face and Melody knew that was all her friend could bear to tell.

"Hey," Melody said softly, "It's okay. Come on, let's get back."

Michelle nodded, wiping at her face as they began down the hall.

"How did you find your human?" Shi'rune finally asked, tired of the silence, still staring out the window.

"She prisoner," he chirped, as if that were sufficient explanation.

Shi'rune turned and gave him a long look, the Kig-Yar averted his eyes and combed uncomfortably at the feathers on his head.

"I guard," he elaborated.

Shi'rune raised a brow ridge.

Siv rattled his teeth in annoyance, "Capture her and others. Interrogate but she no answer. Everyone die but her. She cry a lot," he shrugged, "Then Major make me fight her…she won…I locked in cell, too. We talk some. Break out when ship crash. No we here."

Siv smiled as he finished his story, quite please with himself.

Shi'rune stared at him without expression, piecing the information together.

Finally, a broad, toothy smile broke across his face, "You were beaten by a human _female_?" he laughed.

Michelle and Melody pushed cautiously into the room, both smiling at the sound of Shi'rune's laughter.

"What's so funny?" Melody asked, dropping the armload of pillows onto one bare mattress, glad to see things were going well.

"This male," Shi'rune began.

Siv rattled his teeth, cutting the inordinately amused Sangheili off.

Shi'rune's cheeks purpled with contained laughter as he clamped his mandibles shut. Siv puffed his feathers as the women giggled and began sorting out their find.

"Food?" Siv finally asked, poking his head between Melody and Michelle, giving Michelle's arm a gentle bump.

"Sorry," she said, lightly petting his face, "we ran out of arms before we found any food."

Shi'rune nodded toward the door and paced across the room, "I will go search," he said, happy to leave the servile work to the human females and get away from the crooning Kig-Yar.

Making his way down the halls he sniffed the air, hoping to pick up the scent of something edible. His nose lead him back down the winding stairway and out into the lobby. Beyond the shattered windows and once sweeping glass of the main doorway, he could see empty vehicles clogging the roadway beyond the front hotel's drive; some overturned, some just burnt-out skeletons. He sniffed the air again…there were many competing scents that were foreign to his nose but he knew there was something to eat around here somewhere…

An earth rumbling explosion sounded from far away and Shi'rune walked to the large shattered door and peered out. The rain had begun again in earnest, coming down in great sheets on the mess beyond the covered drive of the hotel. Cocking his head to one side, Shi'rune listened. He could hear…

Stepping through the doorway he followed the sound. Small and distant, a familiar voice was coming from a small human vehicle. The black and white car was directly in front of the hotel, lying on its side in a pool of shattered glass.

Shi'rune approached and looked down through an open window. He could see a mangled partition that separated the front section from the back and various radio equipment flickering and crackling.

"….arning…all remain…units…out of New and…ld Mombasa…the Covenan…going to glass the area…Warning: All remaining units…"

Shi'rune felt his hearts quicken as Dare's voice repeated, "Get out of New and Old Mombasa. The Covenant is going to glass the area."


	9. Run

**(Hey, I'm sorry I haven't been posting a lot. I've been busy, as in trying to get a girl that I**

**really like, plus I'm happy with some support I get from some of you guys and I really do**

**appreciate that. Please review and leave more comments. Also I am improving my writing a** **lot so I hope you see a difference. Now to clarify some stuff. Italics are either thought of a**

**character and emphasized words, so please stop yelling at me please. I try my best)**

**Chapter Nine: Run**

Brandon sat in the back of a grey van, listening to the droplets of the rain and breathing in the

smell of the moisture made him think about what was going on. His right hand glided down the side of his green, issue pants and flipped open a little flap to dig his hand in. He grasped the little

wrapper in his hand and pulled it out. The wrapper was plain white and said "energy." He took one last

look at it as he looked forward, out the open backdoor of the van, only to see more rain.

Then, taking one longer look, the outline of an Elite form.

"_Do you always have to ruin my time of peace you shit," _ he mumbled under his breath

As he saw the Elite stop for a few minutes then run back into the building.

"_What was the matter dino breath," _ Brandon rose from the floor of the van and knelt

down on the back of the van, near the edge of the door and outside.

Rain pellets fell onto Brandon's military issue boots. He counted time slowly, counting each second in his head before he dashed to the area where he had last seen the Elite.

"_I think our little friend may be goin' nuts or something."_

Then he heard it: the radio chatter. The voice of a female was calling for _evacuation…_saying that…the Covenant were preparing to _glass the area._

A feeling of hopelessness sank in, then, the fear of dying. Swiftly, Brandon turned around and looked at the van. The idea of escape popped into his mind and he knew that would save him; and her too…

_and_ _her little friends._

Brandon ran towards the van and prepared to open the door to find the two occupants, a male and a female, had their throats cut, bloody glass sticking out of the wounds. Pulling them out quickly, Brandon wedged himself under the driver wheel and began working to hot wire the van.

Shi'rune grew more and more _angry _as he ran up the stairs. He was not pissed about telling her: he was pissed because the stairs he was running up were too small for his hooves and time was already against them, and here he was stumbling up a set of steps like an infant.

Reaching the top of the stairs, Shi'rune ran down the hallway until he came to the right door. Bursting through the door open and saw the two females and Kig-Yar piled on the bed . Michelle and Siv were staring out the window while Melody appeared to have been watching the door, awaiting Shi'rune's return.

Melody frowned when he rushed in panting, eyes sharp with controlled panic…the same look he had when she pulled the metal rod out of his leg.

"Pack up: we must go," Shi'rune said, scanning each face.

Mitchell was about to protest but Shi'rune's voice rose with a deep roar, "NOW!"

He had no time to judge how or if his words might cause hurt feelings, he only cared that everyone got out alive…mostly, he wanted Melody to live.

He scanned again and saw that he had frightened Mitchell and her little companion, but he didn't have time to feel bad about it. His gaze fell back onto Melody and he watched impatiently, pacing irritably as they packed up some supplies. He couldn't take standing around any longer.

"Melody, meet me on the ground floor, I need to secure a route for us to take."

He left without saying another word, hoping they got the point.

Melody watch as her _temperamental knight in shining armor _stormed out the door.

"Melody, what's got your _boyfriend _all upset?" Michelle huffed.

Melody felt her left eye twitch and she yelled loud and grabbed the pillow, "He's not my _boyfriend_," she tossed the pillow at Michelle who dodged it. Siv, was not paying attention and took the hit, falling

to the floor with an exaggerated squawk.

Everyone laughed as they finished gathering up their supplies.

Shi'rune approached the lobby and looked out through the shattered window when he heard the sound of angry, muffled, human curses. Stepping through the opening and around the abandoned vehicles, he saw the back half of a human as the creature dangled awkwardly from one of the forward doors, half-kneeling on the ground as it cursed and banged on the inside of the vehicle.

"_Could it be HIM?" _

The human grunted with effort and cursed again…Shi'rune was certain by the attitude it had to be Brandon.

An idea came to mind. The Sangheili moved forward with determination, attempting to reign in his temper as he stopped to loom over Brandon. The human looked up from his work, peering up around his arm, appearing well aware of how vulnerable he was in that moment, but glaring as much hate as he could muster.

"I do not wish to fight you,_ human,_" Shi'rune said evenly, "but I will not allow you to leave without the females," his voice had grown stern and he clenched his fists at the very idea.

Brandon pushed up from the vehicle's floor and dusted off his uniform, failing at taking on a cocky posture, "What, you're not gonna' demand that I take you and that other freak-show with me, too?"

Shi'rune narrowed his eyes, "While that would be preferred, my only concern is for Melody and Michelle's safety. It is the _least _you owe Melody," he stepped forward and Brandon tried to take a step away, half-falling into the open van door instead, "I am _not _asking, _human_: you _will _take the women with you…or you will die _right here_."

"Woah, woah," Brandon tried to laugh, holding his hands up in surrender, "Okay, okay, man…take it easy with that shit…I'm not the ass-hole you think I am: we're _all_ gonna' get out of here, just…"

Brandon's words faltered as the air grew eerily still and warm. Both men looked up to see the clouds begin to draw into thin swirls lighted with purple as a beam of plasma cut through them and impacted the ground with a thunderous _crack_ somewhere in the distance.

There was a shockwave of heat distorted by the nearby buildings followed by the stale smell of something electrical burning in the air. Brandon could taste the acrid grit of ionized particles and feel the hairs on his arm raise in the far-off blast's wake.

The second shockwave blew out what was left of windows and set off car alarms all down the street, kicking up dirt and debris from the street and tossing them in the air.

Brandon turned to Shi'rune and yelled, "GO GET THEM! HURRY UP! I HAVE TO GET THIS VAN TO START OR WE'RE ALL GOING TO DIE!"

As little as he thought of the small human male, Shi'rune knew he and Brandon had come to an agreement.

Melody and Michelle were headed for the door when Siv began rattling his teeth and hissing fiercely at the window.

"What's wrong with _your little boyfri_…" Melody began mockingly as she and Michelle turned, but her jest was cut off by the sight of a beam of light cutting through the sky beyond the shattered cityscape of New Mombasa.

The building rumbled and the sound of shattering glass and alarms coming to life on the street below began their sudden chorus.

"What the hell was that!" Michelle screamed.

"I don't know!" replied Melody.

Siv stared out the window, looking horrified, "Mee-shell," he screeched, "glassing, glassing _happening now_," he turned from the window and ran for Michelle, grabbing her by the arm as he shoved Melody out into the hallway, "Must go, must go _now_," he chittered in fright.

The girls looked at each other with fright as the Kig-Yar pushed and pulled them along, paying no mind to the items forgotten or dropped along the way.

As they stumbled down the hall, smelling an acrid, electrical burning Michelle clutched her backpack full of goodies and Melody struggled to lug the pilfered suitcase, "But, but…" Melody protested, "Shi'rune's going to come back and…"

"Go _NOW!_" Siv screeched, laying the plumage of his head back menacingly and clacking his jaws, "He know, this why he say to leave," Siv continued to drag and shove the girls along until they found their own footing and began to run.

As they rounded the corner to the stairs Shi'rune was half-way up the case, "_MOVE_!" he bellowed.

One by one they rushed down the stairwell, through the lobby and out the main entry door.

Everyone followed Shi'rune as he crossed the street and ducked beside a large truck. As the group crouched in a line beside him, using the vehicle for cover, Shi'rune noticed the women's eyes looking at him with curious fear.

"We must make every effort to hide. There will be scouting parties," he growled in explanation.

Dashing from vehicle to vehicle the group came upon Brandon as he slammed the hood on a passenger van, the engine struggling, but running.

"Brandon, what are you doing with here? We thought you left." Melody voice betrayed her concern.

"Well, your _Knight in Shining Armor _convinced me to stay and fix up this van as my form of punishm…er, apology," Brandon snorted a little and brushed his hair with a grease-stained hand, "Can we not make a big deal about it and get going? I really don't think these guys would smell better as barbeque."

Melody gave Brandon a disapproving glare as everyone hopped into the van.

Brandon hopped into the driver's seat and threw the vehicle in gear and they were off…winding as quickly as possible down a roadway littered with abandoned and overturned cars

"It's going to be a long ride to the UNSC outpost," Brandon muttered.

Michelle and Siv were in the rear seat, turned around and looking through the back window. Siv rested his head against Michelle's shoulder and she reached to pat his face reassuringly.

Brandon was concentrating on the roadway ahead, eyes darting and jaw clenched.

Melody looked next to her at Shi'rune, who looked very awkward sitting in the small van. With a sigh, she rested her head against the Sangheili's arm. He looked down at her with a tiny smile before wrapping an arm around her shoulders and pulling her in close.

Everything seemed peaceful, then, Brandon slammed on the breaks and swerved hard, throwing everyone forward before tossing them around painfully.

"Shit, SHIT, _SHIT!" _Brandon hollered, _ "INCOMING!_"
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	10. New Hero
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**Chapter Ten: New Hero**

The van jerked to the right, giving everyone a rouse of panic as they were tossed about. Except for Shi'rune, having handled situations like this before he just clenched his mandibles and held on. Melody gripped the Sangheili's arm while Michelle held tightly to Siv. Brandon swerved from side to side down the street and peeked from the rearview mirror.

His heart fell into his stomach at the sight of incoming Brutes. Could just _one_ thing be easy around this joint? Brandon scowled and twisted the wheel, taking the vehicle up a highway onramp, bracing himself against the words that rolled off his tongue, as if by saying them he was admitting the reality of the situation, "Brutes incoming, looks like about three."

Michelle twisted her head around and saw three Ghosts through the rain that pattered on the rear window. Each vehicle was overloaded with a large furry driver. She dug her nails into Siv's ribs as she gripped him tighter, knowing what they were in for. Siv chittered reassuringly and returned the embrace.

"What is a _Brute_?" Shi'rune asked in confusion, startling when he looked down to see Melody's panicked expression just as the van jolted sharply. The creatures were ramming the car with their vehicles.

Siv barked, "Is what they call Jiral-han-ae!"

Shi'rune's face contorted with rage as another Ghost slammed into the side of the van and the vehicle shuttered and hopped.

Brandon began shouting foul human words as a Ghost leveled with the driver's window. He was hunched over the steering wheel, knuckles blanched white as he tried to think fast on a plan. Suddenly, the Brute swerved and slammed his ride into the van while reaching through the open window. The hairy creature pawed clumsily for Brandon, unable to grab hold of him. With a sharp curse, Brandon jerked the wheel and sent the van sandwiching the Ghost and its occupant against a concrete retaining wall. The Brute howled as metal scraped and ground and the van trembled against friction. With a hoot of victory Brandon jerked the wheel and watched the Ghost fall behind…only to be replaced by the two others.

"Well, shit," he muttered.

The remaining vehicles closed in and took turns ramming the van. Brandon swerved back and forth across the roadway, dodging vehicles and debris and trying to avoid the persistent Brutes. While he was focused on the passenger side view mirror, a furry hand reached through his window and Brandon tried to fight it off. A _thunk _sounded from the back of the vehicle and Michelle screamed as the back side panel caved into a huge dent against the abuse form the Ghosts.

Brandon yelped and hollered from the front of the vehicle as the Brute's giant paw grabbed hold of him and began attempting to tug him through the window. Brandon held onto the steering wheel and the van began skidding sideways against the Brute jerking at the reluctant human. Shi'rune launched himself from the backseat, latching his mouth around the Brute's forearm and biting down hard as the vehicle zigzagged awkwardly and teetered. The Brute roared in protest as Brandon pulled his combat knife and Shi'rune braced himself to shake his head violently, feeling flesh and muscle tear loose.

The van shuttered and wobbled, the back tires breaking loose and throwing the vehicle into a sharp spin. Brandon planted his knife into the Brute's wrist and a tire popped loudly. The world tilted and Shi'rune felt his teeth gouge out a chunk of flesh and fur as he was thrown back.

The van tipped, slamming on its side and sliding in a cascade of sparks as Brandon found himself jerked through the window. Jagged glass tore at his uniform and he was covered in alien blood as the Brute hauled him out. Brandon slashed at the furry monster, bucking hard against grappling paws and tilting the Ghost at an incompensable angle. The Brute, Brandon, Ghost and all listed to one side and slammed to the roadway.

As the van slowed and crashed into a blockade of stalled vehicles, Brandon and Brute tumbled and snarled, coming to a stop against a concrete retaining wall as the Ghost flipped a final time and launched itself over the rail. The Brute stood with a snarl, yellowed teeth bared as he drug Brandon along with him. The enraged human drove his knife hand into the beast's arms over and over, slinging blood in arcs and splattering it all over himself. The Brute seemed immune and Brandon saw an opening. He lunged, stabbing the knife into the big alien's eye with a crazed yell. He clung to the hilt and rode the beast as its knees crumpled and it toppled backwards to the ground.

As Shi'rune emerged pulling himself from the wreckage, Brandon yanked his knife from the Brute's skull and gave a loud, disturbing laugh, wheeling toward the other advancing Brute, "_Let's dance bitch_!" Brandon hollered, his wide human eyes glittering with insanity.

Shi'rune glanced back to see Melody, Michelle, and Siv stirring against the downward side of the vehicle's interior in a tangle of limbs. He was momentarily torn between seeing to their injuries and helping Brandon. But a second glance at the approaching Brute confirmed that the male human's plight took precedence: with that Brute still standing, they could all be in trouble. Shi'rune kicked and wiggled his way from the open window, growing more frustrated as he watched the Brute take determined steps, closing in on Brandon.

The human gave a frightening, crazy laugh, high on having killed an enemy, mad with rage. He tossed his blood covered knife from one hand to the other as the Brute grumbled and jeered in his native language. Adding to his wild look, Brandon was covered in blood, dripping red and blue as the rain continued to come down, with clothing ripped, and dirt from the tumble across asphalt clinging to open wounds.

Shi'rune shoved his way clear of the window and toppled gracelessly out onto the street, Brandon and the Brute sidestepped each other, walking in a circle. The Brute gruffed and shook his furry mane and Brandon worked his hand against the knife hilt. Shi'rune barked angrily, charging into the fray. The Brute's head snapped his way and Brandon let loose with a wild scream. The human sprang forward and closed the gap on the Brute, launching himself as best he could and tackling the beast. It laughed against his attack, grabbing hold of Brandon and moving to punch him with a massive fist. As the Brute reared back, Brandon roared and drove his knife into its exposed neck. Shi'rune collided with the creatures legs and the whole pile went down against the retaining wall, cracking the concrete.

The Brute snarled and planted a foot against Shi'rune's chest, kicking him away and rolling to stand, Brandon still latched onto the knife in its neck and screaming pure madness. As the Sangheili collected his feet for another charge, Brandon jerked the knife free and planted it again with a holler. The Brute's legs faltered and it took stumbling steps back, knees hitting the damaged wall sending the section down to the roadway far below.

Shi'rune ran forward, snatching a handful of air as the Brute pitched back and fell, Brandon still stabbing at it wildly as the two disappeared over the edge.

Rain continued to fall, thunder rumbled in the distance, and Shi'rune panted, stepping to the edge to see the Brute in an unmoving lump on the asphalt below…Brandon a few feet away, his head broken open and his neck turned at an unnatural angle. Shu'rune cursed in Sangheili then shook his head, bringing his clenched fist to his chest and bowing his face. As he stood there in the rain for a few moments, paying silent homage to a fallen comrade, a tiny voice called out from behind.

"Shi'rune."

He turned to see Siv and Melody atop the vehicle, trying to pull Michelle out through the window. He was momentarily relieved they were all alive. With a sigh he began walking toward them, seeing pain contort Michelle's face as she was set down and assisted to the ground. His steps faltered. Shi'rune didn't know much about human anatomy but he was certain Michelle's foot was not ever intended to be turned in the direction it was now facing.

"What do we do about this?" he asked, looking to Melody for an answer as Siv nuzzled Michelle's neck.

Melody's hands were shaking as she raked her fingers through her hair and looked at her friend's foot and trembled, "I can't…I don't…" she squeaked, eyes wide and scared. She looked up to Shi'rune and his hearts clenched, "He's dead isn't he?" she blurted.

Shi'rune nodded slowly, stepping close to her. She grabbed hold of him, burying her face against him and sobbing. He took a knee and stroked her hair. Even if their relationship had been caustic, Melody was still upset by Brandon's death. All of the jealousy and pride and male possessiveness Shi'rune had once felt fell away and was replaced by genuinely tender feelings, "He died with honor," he rumbled as she sniffed and hiccupped, "Shi'rune…I'm s-scared," she mumbled.

It hurt to see her hurt, and something that had long been in his past bubbled to the surface. He loved her and even if they escaped this hell, that could put both of them in a whole different kind of danger.


	11. Reunion

**(If you had not played ODST then I am sorry for this change of scene.)**

**Chapter Eleven: Reunion **

There was a phantom flying through the sky away from the highway and train station. Three ODSTs stood near a wound teammate carrying a sniper rifle. One turned to a blond female.

"You always seem to make my life so interesting, Veronica," he said sarcastically.

Veronica scrunched her nose and smiled as she responded back through her teeth, "You know, _Edward_," she crooned sarcastically, "I prefer to be called by my last name."

Buck smiled under his helmet and raised his hands to unlatch and pluck it off his head. Veronica gazed upon an old familiar face. The Gunnery Sergeant had a slight tan and a proper, clean haircut. Age and the war had not been kind to him. Slight jowls were already forming below his cheeks and crow's feet were just visible enough to etch the corners of his eyes.

He shook his head and smirked, "Got it, _Dare_."

She smiled all the sweeter then swiped Buck's helmet from his grasp and put it on. Before he had time to say anything, Veronica lay an index finger softly on his lips. As he stood there cross-eyed looking down at her finger trying to figure out what to think, Dare was searching for a friend or foe tag on his HUD. She hadn't been able to give up, but with each passing second, minute, and blasted hour that went by, she began to think maybe she had been hallucinating before or…something.

"Bingo!" She chirped, removing the oversized helmet from her head and tossing it back to him, "Sorry, Buck, but looks like we're about to get a new alien friend."

"Wh-" he started to protest, unsettled by this declaration about a new '_alien friend'_. Those words didn't belong together.

In the blink of an eye, Dare was through the ventral doors and hopping behind the forward main controls. Buck stood looking at his helmet for a second trying to wrap his brain around what she had just said. "Hey!" he barked, flinching as he realized what she was doing and chasing through the doors after her, sputtering his words, "No…Veronica…"

He made the inside and stepped quickly across the troop bay but before he could make it to the vehicle's forward section the cockpit door was closed and sealed, leaving him to fume and mutter curses as the ventral doors closed and the craft lifted off.

Meanwhile, Melody, Shi'rune, and Siv slowly marched on. The Elite was carrying Michelle piggy back-style while the Jackal followed close behind making whining, chattering noises. No words were exchanged. The silence which fell upon the group was oppressive in its own way; punctuated by Michelle's soft whimpers, Siv's sympathetic noises, the crunch of feet against asphalt covered in trash and bits of debris, and occasional rumbles in the distance as the war that raged on.

Melody led the way, staring at the ground as she stepped over broken metal and glass and did her best to avert her eyes from bloated and scattered dead bodies…and body parts. Smoke rose from the city transforming the color on the horizon to a dark purple highlighted with orange. She thought the colors were beautiful, hoping in vain that focusing on something lovely would distract her from the sights and smells all around and the overall horror of the previous days.

She wanted to break down and cry, but instead she let her mind wander.

Jacksonville International Airport, en route to Mayport Naval Station, Jacksonville Florida, that's where she had met Michelle and Brandon. A tropical storm had commercial flights delayed from all inbound centers, so they had all been held over in getting to the city. Contract transportation had set no itinerary for picking up the delayed personnel and by the time someone contacted command and a bus had been sent, it had been nearly three in the morning.

Melody, Michelle, and Brandon wound up on the same seat row. Three soggy, tired, and nervous but high-spirited sailors had all, finally, been on their way to their first active duty assignment.

Melody and Michelle had been the best of friends all through boot camp and had chosen the same career rating at enlistment. Following boot, the girls had been suite-mates for sixteen weeks in A school at the Navy's Medical Corps Training Command before making the half-continent flight to their assigned port after graduation. Michelle was kind and quiet, a person who kept to herself and was a bit hard to get to know, but being around each other practically twenty-four hours a day for the better part of six months had broken down her walls a little.

Still…Michelle had gone off for nearly the whole month before the ship received orders to depart, and it had seemed eerily as if embankment had been put on hold until just after Michelle returned. Melody had never been able to get her to discuss what that was about and had never had the guts to even joke that the UNSC had paused for her friend. It had been too creepy…and probably just a coincidence.

Brandon had been an ODST fresh from drop school, a bit of a technical nerd but full of classic trooper bravado and male exuberance. He had honed in on Melody from the start and became as permanent a fixture in her social life as Michelle and…well, a semi-permanent fixture in her personal life which began when Michelle had done her little vanishing act.

After that, Melody and Brandon had fallen into a comfortable routine. She hesitated to call it love. No, not like _that _anyway. Brandon had been familiar and safe during a time when everything else was new and terrifying. He'd get dropped into missions and come back a little more screwed up in the head each time. She would see beds and beds full of wounded and fall into his arms when he returned safe. It had been predictable. He had been an ass hole, but she had used him just as much as he had used her…it hadn't been love, just...comfort.

Brandon had never said her name the way Shi'rune said her name, full of concern for her and not himself; with so much controlled emotion; and…

"Melody!"

She snapped out of her trance and turned to face Shi'rune who was crouched down, Siv helping Michelle to her feet as they all looked up into the sky. When Melody followed their gazes, she saw an incoming phantom. Her heart sank. They were out in the open and, as evidenced by the crafts slight movements as it approached, they had been spotted. Stalled cars would provide little cover. She knew this time it was really over.

Melody looked back and saw Michelle leaning into Siv as he nuzzled her neck with his beak and petted her hair. His worried eyes were glassy but resolved. She turned to Shi'rune who looked back at her without expression, having just that quickly accepted the hopelessness of fighting what was about to happen to them.

The Jackal and the Elite were clearly traitors and the humans were…humans.

They were all as good as dead.

Melody stepped to Shi'rune and stood looking up at him for a few painful seconds as he blinked back at her. Making up her mind, she motioned for him to lean close

Thinking she merely had something to say against the increasing noise of the approaching Phantom, Shi'rune crouched down and inclined his head in question.

Melody brushed a hand along the side of the Elite's face. They were all going to die anyway, so before she could mentally talk herself out of it, she leaned in and kissed him then and there.

Shi'rune startled. In surprise at this intimate gesture, his brain remained frozen up for a fraction of a second after she withdrew the soft texture of her lips from his own. He stared at her, watching as a blush crept across her cheeks flushed with fear.

"I love you."

Melody heard her voice crack as he looked back at her with wide eyes. His features softened.

Shi'rune brushed his knuckles against her cheek. "And I love you," he said, his words full of an emotion Melody thought impossible. She felt herself smile even as the Phantom took up directly overhead and began a slowly rotating descent, kicking up dust and bits of trash in its wake.

A cylinder of purple light engulfed them all and Melody felt the pit of her stomach lurch as the gravity lift activated. She grabbed onto Shi'rune with a sob and he held her close, nuzzling her neck even as he braced himself for a fight.

Siv flailed, holding onto Michelle tightly.

Brilliant light encircled and blinded as the beam deposited them inside the small Covenant vessel. Shi'rune was quickly on his feet, trying to position himself as a barrier between everyone else, snarling Sangheili curses and threats as the glow powered down around them. His posture deflated and he curled his neck around to look curiously back at Melody.

"What?" she asked quietly, struggling to her feet and shifting to peep around him. A dust and dirt covered Gunnery Sergeant glowered back at her, his assault rifle tipped to the deck but no less at the ready. The two ODST's behind standing him were not as kind.

A smile of relief broke across Melody's face.

Shi'rune stared at this _Buck_, according to his name tab, and let his eyes travel to the other two, _Romeo _and _Dutch_, before he turned and looked back at Michelle. Melody was at her side speaking reassurances as Siv chattered and puffed his neck feathers. The Elite stepped aside as best he could and indicated the injured female.

Buck slung his weapon and brushed past the alien, taking a knee before Michelle. The other two humans did the same, crowding in and leaving the Sangheili to watch as they looked Michelle's crudely bandaged foot and ankle over. Medkits were pulled from a uniform pouches and Shi'rune watched as Melody assisted. He felt himself smile on reflex when she looked up and strained to see him, her face beaming with relief. He could not make himself believe what was happening and was still unsure he could take comfort in Melody's obvious happiness.

"_Dare_," Buck groused loudly, rising to his feet and turning, almost bumping into Shi'rune as he left the bandaging to the others. The Gunnery Sergeant scowled as he looked up at the Sangheili.

The cockpit door hissed and winked open; Shi'rune turned to see a familiar face half-turned back towards him as she kept her peripheral vision on the view screen. The woman smiled broadly, her eyes darting from this Buck person to the screen to Shi'run to the screen and back again.

Shi'rune felt his mandibles droop.

"Well hello there," Dare chirped, "Didn't I tell you to go to the LZ when I left?"

The Elite flexed his mouth to speak but could not find the words.

Dare just huffed a laugh, returning her eyes again to the view screen, "Uh-huh, I _knew_ putting an FoF tag on Cpl Vovel was a wise decision."

Shi'rune leaned a shoulder against the inner hull of the Phantom and simply stared back at Dare as he slumped down into a seat.

"Veronica, what do you want me to do about the Jackal?" Buck hitched his thumb back toward Siv, his voice conveying bored annoyance.

The Kig-Yar straightened sharply and made a yelping sound, his eyes wide and the ruff on his crown raising almost straight up. Romeo and Dutch shook their heads, one passing a gauze roll to the other. Michelle leaned against Siv's chest and glared through her hurt at the Gunnery Sergeant.

"Discuss the weather? Talk sports? I don't know, maybe make friends; exercise what's left of your social skills before they wither away completely? Good God, Buck, do I need to hold your hand through everything?"

The other ODST's chuckled and Buck gave the backs of their heads a mean stare.

Siv made a mewling sound, hugging onto Michelle. He could feel her trembling, her body shaking all the more as she struggled to breathe against the pain, a trickle of sweat making its way down her temple. The Jackal nuzzled her neck comfortingly, his beak ruffling her hair. To Buck, it looked like a bird preening its mate's feathers.

"Oh, for crap's sake," the ODST muttered, heaving a sigh, "This has turned into a damn zoo," he paused and glanced over at the Elite who was staring blankly ahead. "_I was not cut out for this,_" the Gunnery Sergeant growled over his shoulder toward the cockpit.

"Then improvise," Dare chattered back, "Use your imagination. Just pretend we haven't been at war for two decades and they came in peace."

Buck ran a palm roughly back and forth across his face then stood silently looking Siv over. Romeo and Dutch stood and stepped back, deeming Michelle's foot and ankle as stable as they could get it.

"So, you know her?" Buck asked, his eyes flitting to Michelle who was still leaned against the Kig-Yar's chest.

Siv narrowed his eyes and forced some bluster, the feathers on his head lying flat, "Yes," he snapped, "And her life of more value than mine."

The ODST's raised their eyebrows and cast glances at one another. Dare just cackled from the cockpit, "Bet you never expected to hear a Jackal say _that._"

Buck rolled his eyes toward the bulkhead and feigned a prayer before focusing again on the feathered alien, "Well, your…_she_ will be fine," he said through gritted teeth.

"I know," the Jackal chittered, his bird-eyes studying the man, "You are ODST. I have seen your kind."

Buck set his jaw and drew his mouth into a grim line, taking measured breaths and bracing for a fight until it occurred to him the Jackal didn't mean his statement as a threat. The Gunnery Sergeant watched from the corner of his eye as Melody rose and made her way to the Elite. As the Corporal hopped and wiggled her way into an oversized seat next to the large creature the alien looked down at her.

Melody saw the concern and disbelief in Shi'rune's face and took his hand, giving him a smile. "We made it," she said, relief and exhaustion in her voice.

Shi'rune slowly nodded, "I very much wish to believe we have."

**(Sorry it took me a while guys. Had a really troubling writer's block that's been plaguing me. I promise I'll try to make the next chapter longer. I also had help with this chapter.)**


	12. Stop and Start

**Chapter Twelve: Stop and Start**

Silence settled throughout the phantom. Melody, wishing for a break from the harsh reality of the situation but needing to do something, helped aid Michelle and an ODST named Romeo. Romeo's lungs had been punctured in a fight with a Brute; and Michelle was in obvious pain as she worked. Her skin had gone flush and she was beginning to sweat profusely, large drops of perspiration dripping from her forehead onto the phantom floor.

The only background noise was the hum the phantom's engine as it kicked into full flight. The female finished their tending and Romeo grunted as he shifted to find a comfortable position before relaxing against the deck. Shi'rune watched, sitting alone as he leaned against the cool metallic wall opposite the group. His head had grown light and he touched his palm to his lower right side, slipping a hand in the gap under the lower section of his chest plate. His vision blurred and he felt a burning pressure deep in his chest as his fingers grazed a painful lump of tightly knotted flesh beneath. Sticky, half-congealed liquid oozed from a tiny tear in his bodysuit. The Sangheili withdrew his hand, casually wiping the blood from his fingers.

With Romeo stabilized, Melody set to work getting Michelle situated as best she could given the situation. Her friend was tired and didn't put up too much of a fight, though she winced and squeaked and squirmed as Michelle set her in a jump seat.

"Can you still feel your toes?" Melody asked.

Michelle nodded vigorously. Despite the distorted angle of the woman's foot, Melody hesitated to tab the emergency release on the side of her boot. So long as Michelle could feel her foot and toes the wound was best left alone until they got wherever they were going. Even with her abilities, there wasn't much to be done for what both medics knew to be a likely badly damaged ankle with their current supplies.

With a sigh, Melody eased herself into a jump seat and forced herself to relax. She felt a trickle relief at the thought that this was almost over. Every fiber of her body was exhausted, and her mind was too numb to try to sort out what she and her companions had been through. So many people had died, soldiers and civilians; and who knew what would happen now that…

A coughing noise brought her out of the fog of tangled thoughts. Melody opened her eyes and stared for a moment at the hull overhead then turned her face to see an ODST next to Sergeant Buck staring at her. The man was wearing standard-issue ODST armor but there was a mango colored stipe running down the helmet clipped to his side.

She peered at him questioningly as he continued to give her a hard look. After a few moments he wagged his head and cleared his throat, "What brings youngens' like you into war?" He asked as he cast his grizzled yet friendly glance from Melody to Michelle then back.

Melody felt herself smile wearily as she tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. She shrugged, "Well, I wanted to go to medical school," she twiddled with her fingers for a moment, "My grades were good but it turns out that takes more money than I had. After college I couldn't get the loans I needed so decided to join up; do something worthwhile and save my credits, have a career and get training and experience." She looked down at her hands in the silence which followed. Looking back at the decisions she had made she knew if she had chosen a different path to her dream job Shi'rune may have been dead. Although she didn't regret deciding to join the military she probably wouldn't have seen a lot of the awful things she had even if she wasn't a doctor; if she had never joined the military she never would have met Michelle…

Melody wondered and gave her friend a look. She saw that the other woman fitfully resting and unconcerned with or unaware of the conversation, "I don't know what brought Michelle here," Melody said honestly, realizing the subject had never come up or, more truthfully, had always been carefully avoided.

"Well, Miss," the ODST chuckled, pulling Melody from her musing, "it's good to have dreams and ambition." He nudged Buck hard with his elbow, "Something Buck here needs to learn."

Buck turned and gave the other man a wan look, not at all amused.

The ODST chuckled again as he scooched down in his jump seat and laced his fingers behind his head, snuggling in and propping himself back casually. Melody smiled and finally felt as if the worst of what she had been through was beginning to fall away.

Shi'rune shifted against the deck and struggled to keep his breathing natural. He felt cold and his vision wavered at the periphery. He knew he was injured and he knew Melody would want to help, but she looked so happy…

The Sangheili let his gaze crawl across the deck and eventually lifted his eyes to see Siv watching him intently. The Kig Yar cocked his head to one side, the feathers on his crown raising in interest then dropping flat against his skull, round bird eyes going wide and darting nervously in realization. He looked from Shi'rune's face to the cracked chest plate to the Elite's blood tinged hand to Melody several times. The Sangheili almost imperceptibly shook his head and Siv swallowed hard. He reached for Melody's arm even as Shi'rune narrowed his eyes and silently snarled.

Glaring his hardest at the insolent Kig Yar, Shi'rune barely heard Melody's voice trickle into his fading perception, "Shi'rune, what's wrong?"

He could not breathe, it hurt…_everything_ hurt. "I am…" he tried to find the right words but his brain felt slow and his mouth refused to work properly. He reflexively coughed, his body's need for oxygen overriding the pain which puddled low in his chest. This was all wrong. He was not that badly injured, his body should be able to…

Melody slid from the troop seat and felt her newly found calm transition into a sense of dread. Her heart rate picked up as she made her way to Shi'rune's side. Even as he lifted one hand to ward her off he clutched at his abdomen with the other. A trickle of blood seeped from beneath the armor of his chest plate and Melody dropped to her knees beside him. As she drew close she could hear the ever constricting wheeze of his breathing.

Shi'rune wanted to speak, to tell her he was fine and not to worry; but he was suddenly too exhausted to speak. It felt strange: this being too tired to make his mouth work. Strange. Peaceful. The chill he had felt before receded and calming numbness draped over him like a warm blanket. His mind whispered that sleep was somehow the answer to the current problem but…he could not recall the problem was. Vaguely, Shi'rune became aware that Melody was pulling at the catches on his chest rig and he watched with increasingly detached interest as her mouth moved but no sound seemed to come out. She was gesturing and pointing and he knew she had to be speaking but he heard nothing, save a faint ringing in his ears. Everything had become so distant and it felt as if the connections to his own senses were ebbing to almost nothing. He thought he should be concerned about that last fact for a reason which eluded him. He was so tired…

Shi'rune's eyelids drooped lower and the weight of his chest and shoulders began to pull his torso to one side as consciousness slipped away. Melody tried to prop up the heavily listing alien, to break his fall. She settled for cradling his head as his body dropped to the deck with a heavy _thud_.

Melody barely realized Buck was there helping her roll Shi'rune over. She popped one more catch on the Elite's chest plate and the armor covering came free enough to move it out of the way. The wound was a pool of blood which had caused a darkened, slightly distended lump just beneath the curve of his rib cage. It leaked old, partially coagulated and tar colored blood ever slowly and there was little doubt as to what was wrong.

Buck had popped free a personal can of bio foam but slipped it unused back into an armor pouch as he surveyed the wound. Melody was frozen in a state of panic as she assessed and reassessed and assessed again the injury, desperate not to see what she was seeing.

"That bleeding's internal," Buck said grimly.

(PUT A LINE BREAK HERE)

Michelle woke to a fog. Sounds filtered in, distorted as if she was hearing them from underwater. She opened her eyes and saw a smiling, unfamiliar face looking down at her as others hovered and bustled in the background. It was so bright and she was so tired. The gentle motion of the gurney being wheeled down the hall lulled her back to sleep. It felt as if she had only just closed her eyes when she woke again, her rolling bed jostling as her escorts loaded her up into an oversized elevator. Nurses. Techs. An armed soldier. Sounds. Shuffles. A chime sounded. People exited the brushed steel box and the bed began rolling again, carrying her down another wide, brightly lit hall. A few nurses flanked the gurney. Michelle lolled her head from side to side trying to find the comfort of a familiar face. Through the wall of bodies clad in white coats and pale blue scrubs the drab green-gray of a Marine's battle dress and field armor caught her eye. He watched her from the corner of his eye, easily keeping pace as he gripped his rifle like a man charging into battle.

"Wait, where are you taking me?" Michelle asked painfully, fright suddenly welling up to break through the haze of waning anesthesia.

"It's alright," the nurse nearest her head cooed, "We'll have you to your room very soon."

Michelle closed her eyes and opened them to find another chunk of time gone. The gurney was sidled up next to a hospital bed.

"Okay, you're going to have to help us," the smiling nurse said. Michelle scooted and pulled herself as many hands gently assisted in getting her over onto the bed. A tech adjusted her IV line and a pair of assistants worked to get her leg in a sling. A thick nylon and plaster cast covered her lower right leg leaving her swollen and bruised toes peeking out. Steel rods protruded from the off-white material in twos. Each set was joined by tiny a series of steel bands for adjusting tension and manipulating angle. Michelle knew how badly she must have broken her ankle to warrant all of that, but the information didn't manage to poke past the fuzz in her brain.

"Where am I?" Michelle asked to no one in particular; to anyone who would answer.

"You're…" the head nurse began.

"That's _classified_," the Marine barked in gruff interruption.

The woman gave him a look and an uncomfortable silence slipped by unnoticed by the confused patient.

"But," Michelle protested weakly. Waking up and moving had really worn her out. "I…I'm..." she stuttered almost pleadingly, unable to make it make any sense.

Voices floated around in the fog.

Someone was reading off her vitals. Someone else was giving another a tutorial on what leads were hooked up to where in the machine regulating her fluids.

"How long until she's with it enough to talk?" That was the Marine.

"She just woke up from _major surgery_, Sergeant." The head nurse sounded angry. "I know it doesn't look like much from here but that was an extremely intensive and rather long procedure. It _will_ take her time to recover. So, don't get in a hurt and feel free to make yourself comfortable."

"Look, lady," the Marine sounded like he was losing his temper, "I have orders from Lord Hood to notify him as soon as she can talk. I don't care if she just had _brain_ surgery if she can talk she's _gonna_' talk."


	13. I Never Did Say It

**Chapter Thirteen: I Never Did Say It**

Dare just glared daggers at the man that was in front of her. He was one of _those _kinds of officers, and a spook to boot. The grey of a pressed ONI uniform highlighted his steel colored hair and the blue of his eyes. Deep wrinkles creased his face as if he had spent most of his life in a perpetual scowl. Every time Veronica tried to use a little logic to talk he pulled rank of her. His voice was old, powerful, and mean.

"Do you understand?" The man's spoke his impatience with Dare.

"Yes. No," Veronica said, her tolerance for being spoken to like a silly child reaching its limit, "Sir. We cannot _do_ this," she said, trying to convey a calm she didn't feel, "He belongs to someone. He helped them get here alive."

"Dare," the old spook said, his face softening for a moment as if there might actually be a human being under all of the official bull-crap. "You're right, he belongs to ONI."

Veronica drew in a breath but he held a hand up to cut her off, "I don't have to remind you that there is still a war on. That Elite is going to help us in ways you can't even imagine. He's going to help end this war once and for all."

There was a long moment of silence, then;

"Are you even going to tell her?" Dare asked tightly.

"No," he gruffed, "_you _are."

Veronica shook her head and put her hands up, "No way…"

"That's an _order, lieutenant," _the ONI officer snarled, "Tell her he died in transit; tell her he died on the operating table. It really doesn't matter so long as you make her _believe_ it."

With that, the old man turned around, folding his hands neatly in the small of his back as he looked through a sheet of thick, curved glass into an operating theatre below. On the table, surrounded by surgical assistants buzzing about and working in concert with a team of surgeons and techs, lay the Elite in question.

Dare sighed heavily and shook her head before she turned and walked out the room.

A Marine stood at the end of Michelle's bed in full battle gear. He juggled a data pad in one hand and fidgeted with the chin-strap of his helmet with the other trying unsuccessfully to secure its clasp on his belt.

"So, do I wake her up or just let her be? I mean, she's been in and out for _two days_," he said to no one in the room.

As he gave up with the helmet and set it on the tray table next to the bed a voice came over the data pad's comm, "Let her be and report in when she wakes up, for good."

"Aye, ma'am." The Marine said then tucked the data pad into a blouse pocket. He turned to lift his helmet and saw Michelle stir.

She clamped her eyes and squirmed beneath the blankets.

The Marine set the helm down and folded his arms across it, leaning against the table, "So, are you finally awake for real this time, or are you gonna' just fall asleep again."

He stared at Michelle expectantly. She sniffed and opened her eyes, blinking and looking at the man in confusion. Her eyes studied him vacantly for a few seconds then toured around the room.

"Wh-where am I?" She stammered, her voice a hoarse whisper.

The Marine grinned, his smile a show of straight, white teeth, "Well, miss, you're a guest at one of the fine and many world renowned hotels de la UNSC."

She frowned, missing the humor.

He chuckled, "Grange Medical Center. Camp Hudson, Houstesville, Florida; in the good ole US of A, ma'am."

"Private," Michelle said, running a hand through her hair, "I'm a PFC."

The Marine, Josephson according to his name tab, retrieved his data pad and began pecking at the screen as he walked away. Michelle watched in a trance as he opened the door and called for a nurse.

Michelle rubbed her hands together and up her arms. Her body ached all over and she felt unnaturally cold. The room was a sterile white and smelled of antiseptic and bleach. Her foot was secured in an assortment of thick bandages, a drainage tube siphoning off yellowish, blood-tinged fluid.

As Michelle looked around she got the creeping feeling that something was missing.

Turning to her left and right she suddenly realized that her little Kig-Yar companion was missing. She tried to convince herself that he had been taken somewhere safe and not so public. But, she also worried at what that could really mean.

Josephson stood from where he had propped himself in the door way and stepped aside as a nurse and an aide made their way in. The nurse pecked at her own data pad and began checking Michelle's vitals while the aide arranged a tray of food. Handing the Marine his helmet, the aide set Michelle's unappetizing meal before her and adjusted the tray-table. She asked if there was anything else the patient might need before scooting out the door.

Michelle poked at the unidentifiable food-stuffs but had no real desire to eat.

When nurse put away her data pad and the Marine cleared his throat, "Lord Hood would like to speak to her. Is she good enough for that?"

The nurse gave him a sideways look, "Ask her. She had surgery on her ankle, not her mouth."

Josephson nodded and turned to Michelle. She looked back at him feeling dread like a cold lump in her stomach.

"He wants to talk to you. It's pretty important stuff."

Michelle felt herself nodding, dazed by the anesthetic which had yet to wear off completely and the idea that Lord Hood wanted to talk directly to _her. _

"Good," Josephson quipped as he began pecking the screen of his data pad.

By the time the nurse had cleared the room, the Marine had it all worked out, speaking to a disembodied female voice who put the comm on hold for a few minutes.

In the silence, the data pad was passed to Michelle and she stared vacantly at its surface and the twenty-nine digit routing code which read back encrypted as all zeros.

"Private Talan," a stately voice suddenly burst from the comm speakers.

Michelle startled, noticing as she peered at the data pad screen that the screen had shifted to a black and white rendition of the UNSC Seal, "Yes-yes, sir," Michelle answered.

"How goes the ankle?" Lord Hood asked in an amicable tone.

"Fine, sir," Michelle said, looking down at her foot and trying to wiggle her bruised toes. "There is something important you need to ask me?" she asked meekly.

"Right to the point: I like that. We won." Michelle paused, glass of dubious orange juice half way to her mouth.

"Sir?"

"Not in the grand sense mind you. We've penned an alliance with the Elites and that's all understandably tenuous, but hostilities as you experienced them are over, for now. We have a few plans in the works which brings me to what I wanted to discuss."

Michelle set her juice down and waited for him to continue.

"We've found ourselves with quite a number of former Covenant fighters who have no place to go. They can't, or don't want to go home. Under the terms of the alliance we've agreed to grant asylum to qualified seekers, among other things; to get to the point, there is a colony here, stateside, and since you were successful in making friends with our new allies, I had it in mind that you might consider taking a position, an official military position of course, in this colony. Ah, Siv, isn't it?" Michelle perked up and there was the sound of fingers clicking on a data pad. Before Michelle could answer, "Yes, here it is, _Siv_, he would be there as well to assist with interactions with other species and all we would require is that you…"

"I'll do it," Michelle blurted.

There was a beat of silence and Michelle cursed herself for interrupting.

When Lord Hood spoke again she could feel a warm fatherly smile in his voice, "Good. Very well. Corporal Josephson will escort you to garrison once you're discharged. You'll report to a Lieutenant Barker. He'll will walk you and Siv through processing."

Melody felt like nothing could lift her out of the new pit of despair she had fallen into.

She had been assigned to administrative duty, working a terminal in the clinic's cramped back office when Lieutenant Dare had shown up at her cubicle.

"Got a minute?" the woman had asked.

They had exited the building and walked the paved concrete path of the grounds between the clinic and the main hospital where Veronica had given Melody the news as gently as she could.

Melody whipped the tears from her cheek as they paused at a decorative bridge. A string of moss fluttered in the shallow stream below.

"I'm sorry_,_" Dare said barely above a whisper.

The air felt thick as Melody drew a breath and nodded silently.

"I…" she tried, pausing to swallow around the lump in her throat and the pain in her chest.

Dare nodded reflexively.

Melody looked down and watched a tear drop the distance to the water, saying the words she knew had come too late, "I loved him."

**-The end-**
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End file.
